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ABSTRACT 

This document examines Stravinsky's treatment and use 

of the bassoon in three of his chamber works: L'Histoire du 

Soldat, Octet, and septet. The research contained within 

will, in part, assess the extent to which stravinsky has 

affected the development of the bassoon's role in a chamber 

ensemble, and will provide a qeneral evaluation of his 

varied treatment of the bassoon in terms of technique, 

ranqe, articulation, and ensemble. 

Another aspect of this study considers the possibility 

that stravinsky wrote for the French system bassoon. A 

comparison of the two types of bassoon systems will 

demonstrate why stravinsky's works seem so unqrateful to 

many modern bassoonists who have been trained on the German 

system instrument. 
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Introduction-Part I 

This paper examines Stravinsky's treatment and use of 

the bassoon in three of his chamber works. The research 

contained within will, in part, assess the extent to which 

stravinsky has affected the development of the bassoon's 

role in a chamber ensemble, and will also provide a general 

evaluation of his varied treatment and use of the bassoon in 

terms of technique, range, articulation, and ensemble. The 

three chamber works under investigation are L'Histoire du 

Soldat (The Soldier's Tale), Octet, and Septet. 

Previous studies concerning Stravinsky's use and 

treatment of the bassoon have concentrated on selected 

orchestral works of the composer, usually those written 

during his early or middle compositional periods. However, 

there has been virtually no analysis of his treatment of the 

bassoon in his chamber works. The three chamber works under 

investigation in this study are compositions chosen from his 

three major compositional periods as described by Bryan 

simms, the author of Music of the TWentieth century: Style 

and structure. He divides stravinsky's music into three 

chronological periods: 

1. c.1909-1920, characterized by experimentation and 

strong connections to Russian folk art and musical 



works of other Russian composers (Tbe Soldier's 

Tale, 1918); 

2. 1920-1950, less experimental and Russian in 

character, and more concerned with stylistic 

continuity and tradition (Octet, 1922-23); 

3. 1950-1966, serial experimentation (Septet, 1952-

53) .1 

Another aspect of this study requires an investigation 

into the matter for which bassoon system, French or German, 

8 

stravinsky composed. Although the two systems have a common 

origin, they developed in different ways and each has its 

distinct tonal concept, key system, and repertoire. There 

is evidence that Stravinsky wrote for the French bassoon 

system. According to Kathleen White, in her dissertation 

entitled, "Selected Solo Bassoon Passages in Early 

Orchestral Works of Stravinsky", the composer did in fact 

write for the French system bassoon, although today his 

works are performed primarily on the German system 

instrument. 2 Therefore, a concise history of the bassoon's 

development is presented with a focus on the two distinct 

IBryan R. simms, Music of tbe TWentietb century: Style and 
structure (London: Collier Macmillan Publishers, 1986) 213. 

2Kathleen White, "Selected solo Bassoon Passages in Early 
Orchestral Works of Stravinsky," O.M.A. diss., Temple University, 
1989, iv. 
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systems which evolved from a common origin. 

A comparison of the two types of bassoon systems with 

each of the bassoon parts written by stravinsky will be 

discussed. The author will then describe the difficulties 

involved for modern bassoonists, most of whom perform on the 

German system instrument. It is the belief of this author 

that these materials will aid the German-system bassoonist 

in their perspective and performance of Stravinsky's The 

Soldier's Tale, Octet, and Septet. The author also hopes to 

demonstrate that although stravinsky wrote for the French 

system bassoon, the technical demands of his music have 

since had the unintended effect of encouraging bassoonists 

trained on the German system to extend the range and 

technique of their playing. 
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Igor Fyodorovitch Stravinsky (1882-1971) was a Russian 

composer, who later held French and American citizenship. 

The son of a leading bass at the Mariinsky Theatre in st. 

Petersburg, young Stravinsky first pursued a degree in law. 

In 1902, he became a student of Rimsky-Korsakov, who was an 

influence on his early music, as were Tchaikovsky, Borodin, 

Glazunov, Debussy, and Dukas. 3 Early works that demonstrate 

these composers' influences on Stravinsky include: symphony 

in Eb (1907), Fireworks (1908), Firebird (1910), and 

Petrushka (1911). In the early 1900s through the commission 

of Firebird, his music came to the attention of Sergei 

Diaghilev, the general manager of the Ballets Russes. This 

led to a prolonged association between the Ballets Russes, 

Diaghilev, and Stravinsky which continued until the late 

1920s. In 1910, Stravinsky went with the company to Paris, 

continuing his association with Diaghilev in Petrushka 

(1911) and The Rite of Spring (1913). 

Partly as a result of World War I, which disrupted the 

activities of the Ballets Russes and caused Stravinsky to 

3Sir Stanley Sadie, ed., "Stravinsky, Igor," The Norton/Grove 
concise Encyclopedia of Music and Musicians (New York; London: 
W.W. Norton and Company, 1988) 732. 
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seek refuqe in switzerland, he turned from composinq for 

larqe resources to concentrate on chamber works and on works 

for piano. 4 ourinq this period of the early 1920s, 

stravinsky decided to avoid strinq instruments because of 

their expressive nuances, "preferrinq the clear articulation 

of wind instruments, percussion and piano".5 Representative 

compositions from this period include Three Pieces for 

Clarinet (1919), symphonies of Wind Instruments (1920), 

Octet (1923), and the Piano Concerto (1924). After 1924 

Stravinsky became increasinqly active as a performer and 

conductor of his own music, which he presented throuqhout 

the world. In the fall of 1939, he immiqrated to the united 

States, and eventually settled in the Los Anqeles area. In 

1945 he beqan revisions of many of his earlier works, which 

were then edited by his new publisher Boosey and Hawkes. 6 

In 1962 for the purpose of performinq a series of concerts 

stravinsky returned to the Soviet Union for the first time 

since he left when he was a younq man. He continued to 

compose until his mid-80's, while also conductinq concerts, 

makinq recordinqs of his music, and publishinq several 

4Sadie 732-33. 

sSadie 732-33. 

6Simms 214. 
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volumes of memoirs in collaboration with his protegee Robert 

Craft. His last years were spent alternately in Europe and 

New York City, and on the event of his death was buried in 

Venice, near the grave of his friend and patron, Sergei 

Diaghilev.7 

7Simms 214. 



The origin of the bassoon according to Lyndesay 

Lanqwill, author of The Bassoon and Contrabassoon, 

• • • is still shrouded in mystery. Even the country 
of its origin is uncertain.' 
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The two most probable predecessors of the bassoon are the 

dulcian and the bass pommer. The dulcian precipitated the 

development of the bassoon in that it used a double reed, an 

s-shaped crook (bocal), had a conical bore, and was bent 

over on itself like the bassoon. The bass pommer, 

similarly, had the s-shaped crook and double reed, but was 

built in one long, straight wooden tube. 9 It is possible 

then, to regard both the dulcian and the bass pommer as 

parents of the existing bassoon; the bass pommer contributed 

the pitch and range, the dulcian the U-shaped bend of the 

double and conical tube, which in turn made the tone color 

softer and more flexible. 1o 

By the end of the 17th century, an instrument that was 

definitely the forerunner of the modern bassoon had evolved. 

8Lyndesay G. Lanqwill, The Bassoon and Contrabassoon (New York: 
Norton, 1965) 7. 

~illiam Hermann Heckel, The Bassoon (Old Greenwich, Conn.: 
Jack Spratt Woodwind Shop, 1950), pg. 4. 

l~eckel 4. 
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It was unlike the one piece dulcian or 'block' bassoon in 

that it was jointed. This instrument is believed to have 

originated in France. 1I The jointing of the instrument was 

a major step in the development of the bassoon, for it 

enabled instrument makers to more accurately place the tone 

holes and bore. In the next few decades its efficiency was 

increased by the addition of more keys and an extended 

range. Later refinements included the stabilization of the 

pitch of certain notes and further extension of range. By 

this time the bassoon was becoming well established in the 

minds of composers and was beginning to assume a more 

independent role in the orchestra. When composers began to 

make heavier demands on the bassoon, bassoonists called upon 

instrument makers to remove the major defects in both sound 

and fingerings. 12 Serious efforts towards improving the 

bassoon were made by French and German makers, independent 

of one another, beginning around 1800. A comparison of the 

two modern instruments shows large differences in bore 

dimensions, bore conicity, key mechanisms, bocal form and 

length. Along with the branching off into two separate 

"William Waterhouse, "Bassoon," The New Grove Dictionary of 
Music and Musicians, ed. Sir Stanley sadie, vol 2 (New York: 
Macmillan, 1980) 276. 

12Heckel 10. 



bassoon systems came two very different approaches to the 

instrument; different concepts of tone and reed styles, as 

well as separate repertoires for the two distinctly 

different bassoon systems. 

15 

French makers directed their work toward improving the 

mechanism and technical possibilities of the bassoon and 

providing a better response without altering the 

characteristic tone quality of the instrument. The 

manufacturers involved with the development of the French 

bassoon were savary and Triebert of Paris. In addition, 

bassoonist Eugene Jancourt, and Auger Buffet, an instrument 

maker, are credited with refining the character of the sound 

and the key system of the French bassoon. Included in the 

improvements to the instrument was a slightly reduced bore 

at the narrowest point and a gradual increase of the width 

throughout the rest of the tube to produce a more pronounced 

conical bore. They also varied the diameter of the finger

holes, but with little change in their position and 

obliqui ty. 13 The French instrument retained much of the 

ancient bassoon characteristics in its slenderness of form, 

narrow bore, unlined tube, and the still-open E-hole. 

13John Burnau, "The Origin and Development of the Bassoon Part 
IV: The Bassoon from 1800," National Association of collegiate 
wind and Percussion Instructors 27.2 (1978): 39. 



strictly speaking, the French retained the old bassoon and 

simply added more keys. The fully equipped French bassoon 

now has 17-22 keys. 
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The development of the German bassoon system must be 

credited almost entirely to bandmaster/performer Carl 

Almaenrader, who virtually discarded the existing bassoon of 

his time, and developed a completely redesigned instrument. 

Almaenrader, assisted by a physicist named Weber, revised 

the positions of the essential tone holes and keys in order 

to achieve a more positive and even response, and to 

stabilize the pitch of the instrument. This new model was 

disliked by many due to the change in tone quality, although 

its response and pitch were improved. Almaenrader realized 

more work was needed and in 1831 he was joined by Johann 

Heckel, a nineteen year old bassoon manufacturer. In the 

town of Biebrich, they began to work together to further 

improve adjustments of tone holes and by incorporating new 

mechanisms for the keywork. After the death of Almaenrader 

and later Johann Heckel, Wilhelm Heckel, Johann's son and 

successor, continued to improve the bassoon both 

mechanically and acoustically and managed to retain the 

essential tonal and acoustical characteristics of the 

instrument - the goal that his father and Almaenrader had 

worked so long to attain. 
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The French and German bassoons are often referred to as 

the "Buffet" and the "Heckel" after the makers who perfected 

the two systems, and the modern instruments do differ 

markedly in tonal character. Besides the considerable 

differences in fingeri~g, embouchure and reed styles, the 

'feel' of the instruments to the player is quite different 

as well. The French instrument on the whole has a more 

individual tonal character, due to its narrow bore, smaller 

tone holes, and reed style. In this respect the French 

bassoon much resembles the bassoons of the Baroque and 

Classical eras, in that the narrow bore and reed style 

enables the performer of this system to produce a greater 

variety of expressions. This instrument is more sensitive 

to the reed, and has weak spots in each register, so that 

different breath pressures for different notes must be used. 

This problem has been recently addressed by the Selmer 

company, by further refinements of the bore and the addition 

of a metal U-tube where this tube was previously unlined. 14 

The French bassoon has the ability to play the full range of 

the instrument with little difficulty, and is especially 

adroit in the extreme high register (b-f1at1 to f2), due to 

the narrowness of the bore. It is also much easier to 

14Gerald Corey. Telephone Interview. 14 November 1992. 
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produce a legato articulation in any register of the French 

bassoon than on the German system instrument, as well as in 

moving from one register to another when using a legato 

articulation. 15 In general, the make-up of the French 

system bassoon facilitates easier movement from one octave 

to another using any type of articulation. 

The German bassoon, in comparison, is superior to the 

French in its evenness of range although the extreme high 

register has a thinner tone quality and is characterized by 

poor response. The notes in this range are more difficult 

to achieve on the German instrument due to the complicated 

fingering and the instruments' larger bore size. The tone 

quality of the German bassoon, affected by the bore size and 

the German reed scrape, is a darker, more full and mellow 

sound than that of the French instrument. This sound, as 

described by Gunther Joppig, author of The Oboe and the 

Bassoon, has the advantage of being able to blend well with 

the other instruments of the orchestra whereas the French 

bassoon with its more "humming and penetrating" tone does 

not. 16 It must be pointed out that the sound of the two 

different bassoon systems correspond to the nationalistic 

lSGerald Corey. Telephone Interview. 14 November 1992. 

16Gunther Joppig, The Oboe and the Bassoon, trans. Alfred 
Clayton (London: B.T. Batsford Ltd., 1988) 92. 
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trends and stylistic tendencies of the music which they 

played. The French composers tend to compose music of a 

lighter, more ethereal quality, whereas the German composers 

are generally well-known for a dark, more intense type of 

musical composition. 

The German system instrument is mechanically more 

complex than the French, containing a more sophisticated key 

network, though this does not make it any easier to play. 

In fact, it is the belief of some that the extended keywork 

on the German instrument may be more of a hindrance to the 

performer than it is helpful. Although the Heckel contains 

a very complex system of keywork, there still remain a few 

cross-fingerings used to achieve certain notes. The French 

system of fingering due to its less developed system of 

keywork contains many cross-fingerings in order to achieve 

the desired pitches. 

A major difference in fingering for these systems is 

the use of the octave or 'whisper key'. On both bassoon 

systems the whisper key is closed, and is only opened as the 

player enters the upper register of the instrument where it 

is then replaced by another vent-type key. The vent keys on 

the French bassoon are held down to produce the appropriate 

pitch which causes the player of this instrument to make 

extended use of these vent keys to bring out overtones. 
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This adds a bit of technical difficulty to the performance 

on the French bassoon, but is necessary in order to achieve 

focus on this somewhat dull and uneven sounding 

instrument. l7 The vent keys, termed 'flick keys', are also 

used on the German instrument to add clarity to certain 

notes and to facilitate the player in accomplishing 

difficult slurred intervals, but the approach to the 

technique is markedly different. The technique of flicking, 

also termed 'snipping', on the German bassoon is 

accomplished by lightly tapping the 'flick' keys, usually in 

a downward motion with the thumb, in appropriate situations 

as described above; the player of the German system bassoon 

does not hold the 'flick' keys down as the French system 

bassoonists do with the vent keys. 

There are three other important differences in the 

keywork of the French and German bassoon systems. The first 

of these is the placement of the keys and tone holes on the 

long joint, corresponding to the low register notes, which 

result in very awkward fingerings for the French bassoonist 

on occasion. The keywork on the long joint of the French 

system instrument used to produce the low register notes 

(BB-flat to E-flat), are manipulated entirely by the left 

l7White 6. 
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thumb, whereas on the German system instrument these notes 

are produced by keywork controlled by the left little finqer 

and the left thumb. The placement of the low C key also 

presents a problem to the French system bassoonist, in that 

they must literally 'jump' over the low B key in order to 

move from the notes C-sharp, D-sharp, and D, to BB-flat. 

(Appendix I-A) 

The second difference is the placement of the octave or 

'whisper key' mentioned above. On the French system 

bassoon, this key is found on the lonq joint and is utilized 

by the left little finqer, whereas on the German system 

instrument it is placed on the tenor joint and is controlled 

by the already busy left thumb. Recently, German system 

players have copied the desiqn of the French system 

instrument and modified their bassoons by addinq a whisper 

key to the lonq joint of their instruments. Like that of 

the French system the key is to be manipulated by the left 

little finqer. The placement of the whisper key on the lonq 

joint makes it possible to perform passaqes which drop down 

to the lowest notes and return to the middle reqister where 

the whisper key must be closed, or perhaps on to the tenor 

reqister, where the whisper key must remain open. 1I This 

18Gerald Corey, Telephone Interview. 14 November 1992. 



French system style whisper key also makes flicking 

operations smoother in that it allows the thumb to be 

available for flicking only. 
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The third difference in the keywork between the French 

and German system bassoons concerns alternate keys for 

f-sharp and a-flat. The German system instrument has two 

sets of keys for each of these notes. One set is located on 

the front of the boot joint and is operated by the right 

little finger, while the other is located on the back of the 

boot joint, operated by the right thumb. The French system 

instrument does not have the alternate a-flat on the back of 

the boot joint, nor the alternate f-sharp key on the front 

of it. This may cause difficulty for the French system 

bassoonist when attempting to move smoothly between these 

notes. 

The primary differences of ~he reeds used on the French 

and German system bassoons are the overall length, shape, 

and scrape of the cane. The French reed is cut in such a 

way as to produce the higher frequencies needed to produce 

an acceptable sound on the instrument. The reed scrape used 

by French bassoon players, on the whole, looks like a 

clarinet reed scrape with the tip being very thin. The reed 

gradually thickens towards the back and has thick side 

edges. The French reed is larger overall, especially the 
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bore, which is necessary in order to make up for the smaller 

bore and tone holes of the instrument. This in turn produces 

a very large sound which is able to successfully be heard 

over the orchestra in comparison to the German reed style. 19 

The French reed is generally more resistant than the German, 

which requires the player to have great lip strength. The 

French reed also provides for easier tonguing and more 

agility when changing octaves. 

The German style reed has a similar tip to that of the 

French, but shows a noticeable crescent shaped scrape, with 

a thick spine up the center of the reed and channels scraped 

on the sides. It is not possible to produce the correct 

tone quality on the German bassoon with a French reed (the 

sound would be edgy and thin) and vice versa, since the two 

styles of reed making and scraping are totally different and 

correspond to the specific instrument. The French bassoon 

is more dependent on a good reed to support the weaknesses 

in its registers than the German in~trument, though this is 

not to say that the German system bassoon does not require a 

good reed in order to achieve the desired tone quality. In 

fact, a well balanced reed is very important to the German 

system player as well. The extreme high register requires a 

19Gerald Corey, Telephone Interview. 14 November 1992. 
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good, strong reed to achieve these notes, whereas the lowest 

notes require a light, thin reed to overcome the 

instruments' inherent stuffiness and sharpness of pitch. 

Finding both of these qualities, a balance of strength for 

high notes, and lightness for low notes, is extremely 

difficult for the German system bassoonist. 

Although neither system of bassoon is easy to play, 

most bassoonists believe that the German system has some 

advantages over the French. Of the two systems, the German 

system with its wider bore and greater variety of 

alternative fingerings gives a distinct advantage, 

especially to the beginner. The sound of the German system 

instrument is more smooth and homogenous, as well as easier 

to control. To play the French system bassoon, according to 

Cecil James author of articles on the French bassoon, 

• • • can be likened to riding a high-bred horse -
when all goes well one enjoys a thrilling ride -
but one can have an occasional fall.~ 

Although this may be true, it is generally believed among 

bassoonists that the French instrument is superior to the 

German system bassoon in its strong response of the extreme 

high and high register notes, and the ease in which one can 

change octaves using any type of articulation. The main 

2°Cecil E. James, "My Life with the Buffet," To The World's 
Bassoonists 2.3 (1972): 4. 
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reason behind the success of the German system bassoon 

outside its home territory, is that it makes life easier for 

the orchestral player. 21 

In the early 1900s many of the wind players in the 

United states were recruited from the ranks of European 

orchestras, with a number of the bassoonists being French. 

These musicians naturally performed on the French system 

bassoon. The German bassoon at this time had not yet become 

the dominant instrument, and was not the instrument of 

choice by most American bassoonists. This situation 

gradually changed due in part to the success on the German 

system bassoon by Sol Schoenbach and the league of young 

bassoonists he trained at the Curtis Institute. This 

influence substantially contributed to the acceptance of the 

German system instrument and the eventual decline of the 

French instrument in the United States.~ Although the 

German system bassoon was soon to be the dominant instrument 

throughout the world, according to the illustrious French 

bassoonist Maurice Allard, many composers wrote for the 

bassoon with the timbre of the French instrument in their 

21Anthony Baines, Woodwind Instruments and Their History (New 
York: W.W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1963), 155. 

22William Dietz, "The Teaching Methods of Sol Schoenbach," 
D.M.A. diss., Florida State University, 1988, 4. 



ear; 

••• all the French composers, surely, but also 
those at the Paris School, and many illustrious 
visitors to [France] such as de Falla and 
stravinsky, who wrote in France • • .~ 

Today, the French bassoon is still widely played in France 

and French speaking countries, as well as in pockets of 

Latin America, while the German bassoon is most popular 

everywhere else. 

The capabilities of the bassoon, whether it be the 

French or German system, has made it a valued and reliable 

instrument for orchestral, ensemble, and solo use. The 

26 

characteristic tone produced by the compressed nature of its 

bore lends color to various types of music and is the 

instrument of choice in many varied mediums of musical 

performance. u As a summation of the many attributes of the 

bassoon, a description of its qualities by Archie Camden, an 

English bassoonist and author of Bassoon Techniques, is 

presented: 

The woodwinds is by far the most important section 
of the orchestra. The strings being merely 
'padding' and the Brass and Percussion merely 
'punctuation'. And of the woodwind group the 

~aurice Allard, "Address on the French School and the French 
Bassoon," To The World's Bassoonists 6.2 (1976): 3. 

24Burnau, 42. 
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Bassoon is the most attractive member.~ 

25Archie Camden, Bassoon Techniques (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1962) 23. 

-----.- ---~ .-... 
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COMPOSITIONS 

Among the contemporary Russian composers, both Rimsky

Korsakov and Tchaikovsky were major influences on 

stravinsky's compositional style. They well understood the 

bassoon's character and capabilities, its ability to sing, 

and its suitability for playing lyrical, cantabile passages. 

Evidence of this can be found in Rimsky-Korsakov's 

Sheherezade, and Tchaikovsky's Symphony #4 and symphony #6. 

strangely though, Stravinsky does not take advantage of the 

bassoon's lyrical qualities. Rather, he has pushed the 

capabilities of the bassoon, especially the German system 

instrument, to its ultimate limit through the use of the 

instrument's extreme high register. The opening bars of The 

Rite of spring, written still within the normal compass of 

the French bassoon, is set just outside the compass of the 

German system instrument.~ This composition was one of the 

first to utilize the extreme high register of the bassoon in 

a soloistic passage, and was followed by Ravel's Bolero 

(1928) and Concerto for Piano and Orchestra (1931). The use 

of the bassoon's extreme high register for Ravel was natural 

though, since he had his national bassoon type in mind when 

~ill Jensen, The Bassoon: Its History, Construction, Makers, 
Players and Music, vol. 2 (Buren: Frits Knuf, 1978) 913. 



he wrote his parts.~ Performing the opening solo of The 

Rite of spring means little to a French system bassoonist, 

but to those playing the German system, according to will 

Jensen author of The Bassoon: Its History, Construction, 

Makers and Players, it is: 

• • • a tour-de-force, and to many (otherwise very 
accomplished players) an ordeal. It is something 
of a mystery why a Russian-born composer living in 
the USA, writes a bassoon part, possible on the 
French bassoon and hell to pay on the German 
one. 28 

29 

Jensen is mistaken in saying that stravinsky was living in 

the United states at the time he composed The Rite of 

spring. He was in fact living in France snd therefore would 

have been writing for the French bassoon. 

It cannot be said without doubt that Stravinsky 

composed with the capabilities of the French bassoon in 

mind, but it can be assumed this is the case, since he spent 

much of his early compositional life in Paris. 

~Jensen 913. 

28Jensen 912. 



The Soldier's Tale 

(To be read, played and danced) 

According to Thomas Trobaugh who has prepared a 

conductor's working paper on L'Histoire du Soldat, 

The first seeds of The Soldier's Tale were planted 
long before the idea for the work occurred to 
Stravinsky. 29 

In 1914 he became acquainted with Ernest Ansermet, the 

conductor. Shortly afterwards he came to know both author 

C.F. Ramuz and painter Rene Auberjonois. All would later 

become collaborators on the project of The Soldier's Tale. 

At the end of 1917, after completinq Renard and Les 

Noces, there was little for stravinsky to do but wait out 

the war. At this time, during a conversation with Ramuz, 

30 

the idea of a traveling theatre came to mind which would be 

small enough to be easily transported, but could offer a 

variety of entertainment to attract the public. They 

decided to use a cycle of legends from Russian folklorist 

Afanazyev, dealing with a deserting soldier's adventures and 

~homas Trobaugh, "Stravinsky's L'Histoire du Soldat: A 
Conductor's workinq Paper." M.M. thesis, Indiana University, 1966, 
4. 
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the inevitable surrender of his soul to the devil- 3D The 

story was written so that it could be located in any 

country, and the method of presentation was that of 

narration. Although this production was designed to be 

mobile, the theatre troupe never went on tour due to an out

break of the spanish flu. The original production was 

performed on September 28, 1918, in the municipal theatre at 

Lausanne only a few weeks before the war ended. The work 

was not produced again for quite some time. 

The orchestra for The Soldier's Tale was deliberately 

restricted to an ensemble of seven players, which included 

representatives of all four 'families' of the orchestra. 

This sparsity of instruments was primarily determined by the 

small budget available for the original production and by 

the fact that this work was to be used for the traveling 

theatre. Another factor contributing to the sparse 

instrumentation was stravinsky's exposure to American jazz. 

Stravinsky acknowledged in his writings that he chose the 

particular instrumental voices for this ensemble to 

represent the bass and treble voices of a jazz ensemble, and 

he selected the bassoon over the saxophone because the sound 

of the saxophone is "more turbid and permeating than the 

:JO.rrobaugh 5. 



bassoon", and the bassoon is preferable in orchestral 

situations. 31 The miniature orchestra used by Stravinsky 

included a violin and double bass from the string family, 

the clarinet and bassoon from the woodwinds, a cornet and 

trombone from the brass family, and a very elaborate 

percussion section to be played by one person. All the 

instruments in the orchestra, with the exception of the 

32 

double bass, are given soloistic lines. However, the violin 

is the most outstanding member of the ensemble since it is 

considered to be the soldier's soul, while the percussion is 

representative of the devil. This work, of all of 

Stravinsky's compositions for mixed ensemble according to 

Stephen Walsh author of The Music of stravinsky, 

• . • is the one which depends most on solo 
playing, and perhaps of all of his works none is 
more daringly • • • regetitive of tiny motifs and 
simple textural ideas. 2 

The entire performing group is on stage for this work. 

In Chronicles of My Life Stravinsky insisted on this being 

important due to: 

The interest it afforded to the spectator by being 
able to see these instrumentalists. I have always 

31Igor stravinsky and Robert Craft, Expositions and 
Developments, 5th ed. (Berkeley; Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1981) 103. 

32stephen Walsh, The Music of stravinsky, ed. Paul Griffiths, 
(New York: Routledge, Champman & Hall Inc., 1988) 93. 



had a horror of listening to music with my eyes 
shut, with nothing for them to do. The sight of 
the gestures and movements of the various parts of 
the body producing the music is fundamentally 
necessary if it is to be grasped in all its 
fullness • • • These ideas induced me to have my 
little orchestra well in evidence when planning 
Tale. It was to be on one side of the stage, and 
a small dais for the reader on the other. This 
arrangement established the connection between the 
three elements of the piece which by their close 
co-operation were to form-a unity: in the center, 
the stage and the actors; on one side of them the 
music, and on the other the reader. 33 

The music stravinsky composed for The Soldier~s Tale 

33 

consists of six scenes and two intermezzos preceded by an 

introductory march. Conceived as incidental music, it is a 

series of separate numbers played simultaneously with the 

action, or intertwined with the action, which is read by the 

narrator or spoken by the actors. stravinsky has drawn his 

materials from a variety of sources including American 

ragtime, Argentine tango, Swiss brass band, Spanish 

pasadoble, Bach chorale, and the Viennese waltz. He has 

adopted no unifying formula in The Soldier's Tale, but 

instead encouraged each solo instrument to develop as an 

independent linear existence fit together like pieces of a 

33Andre Boucourechliev, Stravinsky, trans. Martin Cooper 
(London: Victor Gollancz Ltd., 1987) 129. 
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mosaic. 34 

The bassoon part in The Soldier's Tale is very 

challenging and somewhat difficult for the German system 

bassoonist due to the use of the instrument in the high and 

extreme high registers. Due to the small performing group 

and the bassoon's natural melodic qualifications, it is 

treated soloistically. This requires extensive technique 

and control possessed by only the most proficient 

bassoonists. On the whole, the bassoon is treated as a high 

woodwind instrument and is assigned thematic material 

accordingly. It is also used as an accompanying instrument 

as can be seen in the "Waltz" movement. In general, 

stravinsky, when writing for the bassoon in The Soldier's 

Tale, employs the high to extreme high registers using a 

slurred articUlation more frequently than the low or middle 

registers which use a staccato or tongued articUlation. The 

upper portion of the bassoon register is used for soloistic 

material while the middle and low registers are used for 

accompaniment or rhythmic passages. 

The German system bassoonist may find this work to be 

problematic concerning note response in the high and extreme 

high registers as well as technique involving difficult 

34Eric Walter White, stravinsky: A Critical Survey 2nd ed. 
(connecticut: Greenwood Press Inc., 1979) 80. 



slurs and high register fingerings. The French system 

player, on the other hand, will only encounter a few 

awkward fingerings. 

35 
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The Soldier's Tale 

"Music to Scene II" Part I 

Example 1 - High register to extreme high register, slurred. 

pp '1Tif>pp 11if>pp 

In this example the skip to the high c-sharp2, slurred and 

marked pianissimo, is difficult for the German system 

bassoonist in terms of response. The slight increase in 

dynamic levels from pianissimo to mezzo-forte in the second 

measure for the f-sharpl to c-sharp2 slur will help the 

German system bassoonist complete this figure more 

successfully. 

Example 2 - High register, slurred. 
ms.35 .--..... ,.- ",..-..;-. ----- ,. - ~ 

Ilh Pflf lg pC Ii €fer
l

" H pfji'Cfr II 
(p) 

This high register example may create response problems for 
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the German system player. The high bl tends to be sharp and 

slightly unstable, and may 'jump out' in comparison to the 

ale A smooth slur for the French bassoonist requires a 

slide from the G to the B-flat keys of the right hand, third 

finger, which may prove hazardous due to the slimness of 

these two keys. 

"Royal March" Part II 

Example 3 - High to extreme high register, slurred. 

>------......... err 
II 

This is another example in which response on the German 

bassoon may prove difficult. 

"Little Concert" Part II 



Example 4 - High register, downward slurs. 

ms.38 

38 

,- # ~ r Fe; II 

The downward slurs in measures two and four of this excerpt, 

from d down to a, may be problematic for the German system 

bassoonist, and must be 'flicked' for clarity and response. 

"Ragtime" 

Example 5 - High register, mixed articulation. 

:> 
:> :> 

1 11K " it he ~'-- I di F r ~ r II Ii J 
This high register passage creates performance problems, in 
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conjunction with the changing rhythmic patterns. On the 

German bassoon, the quintuplet in measure two of the excerpt 

containing a very quick move from el to f-sharpl, is 

difficult to perform due to the awkward fingerings, and a 

trill fingering for the f-sharpl is usually employed. This 

also occurs between the notes al and bl in the quintuplet 

found in measure four of this excerpt, where a 'short' 

fingering for al may be employed. These two figures also 

provide the French system bassoonist with slight fingering 

difficulties. 

"The Devil's Dance" Part II 

Example 6 - Middle to high register, mixed articulation. 

This melodic passage is very well suited to the bassoon. 

The two wide interval leaps are not too difficult 
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considering the fortissimo dynamic marking. For the French 

system bassoonist, the often employed move from 9 to b-flat 

proves difficult, with no alternate keys as on the German 

system instrument, though a an acceptable sounding 'forked' 

fingering is available for use in this instance. 

Example 7 - High register, mixed articulation. 

This high register chromatic passage utilizing a repeated 

rhythmic pattern may prove difficult for the German 

bassoonist concerning response of these notes. 
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The octet for Wind Instruments was begun at the end of 

1922 and finished on May 20, 1923." The work is scored for 

flute, B-flat/A clarinet, two trumpets, two bassoons, and 

two trombones, tenor and bass. In certain respects the 

Octet continues the line from The Soldier's Tale through 

Ragtime, mostly from the concerto-form idea derived from a 

grouping of the sonorities into five categories or 

'branches'.~ The particular tone color and expressive 

qualities of each branch therefore form a basis of the 

musical material itself instead of being heard as a display 

of separate sonorities. 

In the first of the program notes included in Dialogues 

and a Diary (pg. 39), Stravinsky states that the idea of 

writing this work came from a dream that he had. n He 

relates that in his dream he was in a small room surrounded 

by a group of instrumentalists who were playing some very 

attractive music. He did not recognize the music, but 

3SBoucourechliev 158. 

~Boris Asaf'yev, A Book About Stravinsky, trans Richard F. 
French (Michigan: UMI Research Press, 1982) 231. 

37Roman Vlad, Stravinsky, trans. Frederick Fuller, 3rd ed. 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1978) 83. 
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remembered very clearly that there were eight players and 

that they were playing bassoons, trombones, trumpets, flute 

and clarinet. He recalled how he awoke in a state of 

excitement and anticipation and immediately set about 

composing the octet. 

This work, as described by Kenneth Thompson, author of 

A Dictionary of TWentieth century Composers 1911-1971, was 

the first of a series of 'abstract' instrumental 

compositions which evidence a heightened preoccupation by 

Stravinsky with the architecture of music, formal symmetry, 

balance and contrast." The chief formal elements of the 

octet are to be found in the confrontation of the different 

timbres and registers, and the different forms of 'attack' 

and style proper to each of the instruments. Another 

important element in this work is the use of counterpoint. 

Also in evidence is stravinsky's use of classical forms (in 

the octet this being the "Theme and Variations" movement) 

and the composition of melodic material w~ich is reminiscent 

of earlier eras. This composition is neo-classic in style 

and is made up of three movements within two parts: I. 

Sinfonia II. Theme and variations --- Finale. 

The first movement is in a sense a 'rediscovered' 

38Kenneth Thompson, A Dictionary of 20th-century Composers 
1911-1971 (London: Faber and Faber, 1973) 2183. 
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sonata form, with its dependence on tonality and 

modulation. 39 It contains a slow introduction followed by a 

quick allegro section with an emphasis on thematic exchange, 

and on a tonal plan centered around B-flat Major.~ The 

bassoons are of critical importance in this movement for 

their rhythmic regularity (in eighth notes) which balances 

and controls the pace of the movement. In the second 

movement, variations appear for the first time in 

stravinsky's music, and throughout the work contrapuntal 

disciplines are fundamental to the texture. 41 The "Finale" 

emerges from the final fugato variation of the previous 

section, 

• being intended as a contrast to that high 
point of harmonic tension. 42 

Something must be said concerning the dynamics of the 

octet. stravinsky has claimed to exclude all nuances 

between forte and piano in this work (gradual 

crescendo/diminuendo) which implies a return to the terraced 

dynamics of the Baroque period. This is not necessarily 

39Thompson 2183. 

~oucourechliev 158. 

41Thompson 2183. 

42Vlad 83. 



true when studying the revised 1952 version, though the 

terraced dynamics serve to give prominence to individual 

lines by isolating and differentiating the sound-

sources. 43 

44 

The bassoon parts in octet are challenging due in part 

to their technical difficulty. Endurance is not a problem 

in this work since stravinsky allows the performer moments 

of rest, as well as using the device of elision between the 

two bassoon parts. The most problematic aspect of this work 

is the use of the high and extreme high register of the 

instrument in the first bassoon part. As in The Soldier's 

Tale, the bassoon is treated soloistically in the Octet, 

which is due to the nature of the performing ensemble. The 

bassoon is also used in an accompanimental manner in this 

work. The Octet also requires an extensive technique 

possessed only by the most proficient bassoonists. 

The writing for the two bassoons here contains the 

techniques of elision between the two parts as well as 

excellent part writing and voicing. stravinsky, when 

writing for the bassoon(s) in this composition employs a 

variety of articulations in comparison to The Soldier's 

4~ikhail Druskin, Igor Stravinsky: His Life, Works and VieW's, 
trans. Martin Cooper (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983) 
90. 
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Tale~ Most passages for the bassoon(s) are tongued 

(staccato), or contain a mixture of tongued and slurred 

markings. Only those figures that contain large intervals 

and cover a wide range, and/or are very quick rhythmically, 

use a slurred-only articulation. This calls for extensive 

technique and control by the bassoonists. stravinsky also 

utilizes the upper registers of the instrument more 

frequently for soloistic material, as in The Soldier's Tale, 

while the lower registers are used more for accompanimental 

and rhythmic passages. 



octet 

I. "Sinfonia" 

Example 8 - Trills in the high register. 

I 

II 

Lento 
ms! 

• I~ L 

.1"" l 

~ :-# •• 

V'P 
tr ... .. ,..... . .; 

----V'P 

# ."'. .. ,,--.. qi.~ 

V'P 
u;. I-~ . L~~ . 

, 
V'P 

46 

. 

. 

Here is an example of three short trills in the high 

register which offer problems in performance. The opening 

trill in the 1st bassoon part (a-flat1 - b-flat1) is awkward 

for both bassoon systems, unless they are fitted with an 

optional a-flat - b-flat trill key. 
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Example 9 - Middle to high register, mixed articulation. 

In this example the piano dynamic level may make the b-flat1 

difficult to speak on the German system bassoon. 

Example 10 - Middle to high register, staccato articulation. 

ms.64 
I'n. .. IL~ . . 

I 

-ff 

I'n. .. . . . 
II -ff 

I.n. 

~ - -
I.n. . . • 

~ ~ 
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The trade-off between the two bassoon parts in this excerpt, 

gives the effect of continuous sixteenth notes. This type 

of writing has become idiomatic of the bassoon. 

Example 11 - Low register, tongued. 

ms.82 

I 

p 

II 

sempre 

This is another example of idiomatic writing for the 

bassoon. The player of the French system bassoon will find 

both the 1st and 2nd parts of this excerpt slightly 

difficult. The 1st bassoonist (French system) must slide 

the third finger of the right hand from the g key for the a

flat, to the b-flat key when moving to the b-flat. The 2nd 

bassoonist (French system), moving from low C to BB-flat, 

must entirely remove the thumb from the low C key when 

moving to the low BB-flat key. 



Example 12 - wide range, staccato. 
ms.87 

I 

II 

... · · 

· · 

.. 
cresco e stacc. 

cresco e stacc. 
*--

* 

* .fI. ... 

f 
... -~ ~ 

f 

.; . 

. . 

This is a solo for the two bassoons, encompassing a wide 

range. It is not particularly difficult to perform but 

creates a unique effect. 

Example 13 - Wide range, mixed articulation. 

11.) '"'. ms.97 \'1 

I 

II 

49 



This excerpt is a solo for the two bassoons that utilizes 

large intervals, but does not really pose a problem in 

performance. 

II. "Theme and Variations" 

Example 14 - Low register to high register, slurred. 

ms.lS Var.A 

I 

II 

so 

These two measures are repeated two additional times in this 

movement. Note the crescendo for each of the rhythmic 

patterns. 

Example 15 - Low register, mixed articulation. 
ms.18 

I 

II 

. . 
'"' . . "-' . 

p 



Sl 

This is a fine example of the use of an elision to complete 

a descending scale pattern and avoid taxing the performers. 

It would be possible to perform this on one bassoon, but 

would be very tiring, since the passage is repeated for 

twelve measures. For the French system bassoonist the 2nd 

bassoon part can prove to be challenging - all of these 

notes must be produced by the left thumb, and when performed 

quickly (as it usually is), this figure can be very awkward. 

Example 16 - Large intervals, slurred. 

ms.68 Var.C 
t""'. 

I 

II 

Here the first bassoon plays in the high register but this 

is not difficult since a trill fingering is usually 

employed. The second bassoon, on the other hand, must 

complete slurs from the middle to high register at a very 

quick pace. This requires extensive flicking for the German 

system bassoonist in order for the upper notes of the slurs 

to speak clearly. This is very difficult when performed at 
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the fast pace dictated by the composer. 

Example 17 - Wide interval leaps, slurred. 

ms.220 Var. E 

,........-: h. ~ ~ -:---...... • .,. t-

· I · 
~ '-l ~~ 

soli P 

--""" · II · 
............ -,t, .J!" ~ @ soli P 

Here is a solo that varies in the use of small and large 

intervals between the bassoons, creating difficult slurs at 

a piano dynamic level. The 1st bassoonist, if playing a 

German system instrument, must make extensive use of the 

flick keys in this excerpt for clarity and response. The 

second bassoonist, playing either system, encounters a 

difficult dowmTard slur in measures three and four of this 

example. 

Example 18 - High register, wide interval downward slurs. 

ms.227 

IIIB eM rltrt1) fled D ~ II 
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This excerpt is an example of the use of the bassoon in the 

extreme high - high register with slightly difficult 

downward slurs, at a piano dynamic level, which requires a 

delicate flicking technique on the German system bassoon. 

III. "Finale" 

Example 19 - Middle register to high register, tongued. 

ms.ll 

t ~ • = ... ~. ~'l~ tr:. r-... · I · . 

sempre pe stacc. 

-· II · 
L-.J. • ..... ~.". ... -semprep e stacc . 

. . 

• 
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This solo covers the middle to high range of the instrument 

and can prove to be challenging. The second bassoon part 

has continuous eighth notes and is a rare example in which 

stravinsky does not provide a rest for breathing purposes. 

Example 20 - High to extreme high register, slurred. 

I~ ~ I r 1m f.~ II 

Here the first bassoon has slurs into and downward from the 

extreme high register, which involve interval leaps which 

are problematic. The addition of the piano dynamic level 

creates a further hazard in performance, especially for the 

German system bassoonist. The fingerings involved are 

difficult and awkward for both instrument types, but the 

French system bassoon tends to respond better in this type 

of situation. 
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Example 21 - Middle to high register, mixed articulation. 

This is an excerpt of a solo for the first bassoon involving 

the combination of slurred and tongued sixteenth notes in a 

scale type passage, continually moving over the 'break' of 

the instrument (f-g). 
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The septet marked the opening of stravinsky's last 

compositional period in which the distinguishing feature of 

his music, as described by Druskin in Igor stravinsky: His 

Lire, Works and Views, was his concentration of 

expression.~ This composition was commissioned by the 

Dumbarton Oaks Research Library, and was completed in 

February of 1953. It is in three movements and is scored 

for clarinet, horn, bassoon, piano, violin, viola, and 

'cello. The first performance of septet took place on 

January 23, 1954 at Dumbarton Oaks. 

Roman Vlad, the author of stravinsky, declares the 

Septet to be constructed entirely from a serial germ, with 

only one single serial motif. 4S This is consistent with the 

fundamental principle of serial writing according to Vlad, 

in that a work should have structural unity in every part 

and dimension. 46 The musical figure around which the Septet 

is built contains the following pitches: 

~Druskin 159. 

4SVlad 83. 

46vlad 178. 

a2 e2 d2 c2 b1 a1 
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In the whole composition, the 'sonorous space' of the music, 

in the words of Oruskin, is subordinated to the theme of the 

first movement whose first five notes in transposition 

provide the theme of the second movement, "Passacaglia", 

which in its turn predetermines the thematic material of the 

third movement entitled "Gigue". 47 

The writing for the bassoon in the septet is slightly 

different than that of The Soldier's Tale and Octet. 

Stravinsky still uses the upper registers of the instrument 

in this work, but utilizes the lower registers more often. 

The instrument is still used soloistically due to the make

up of the ensemble, but not in the same degree as the other 

two works discussed. The Septet, being a serial work, is 

not a composition that lends itself to independent solo 

lines as in The Soldier's Tale and Octet. Instead, 

Stravinsky creates, according to Andre Boucourechliev author 

of Stravinsky, 

• • • nothing less than a Klangfarbonmelodie in 
which the timbres, which change from one cell to 
the next, are almost as important to the musical 
development as the pitches. 48 

The technical demands placed on the bassoonist in this 

470ruskin 148. 

48Boucourechliev 246. 



composition also require a performer proficient on the 

instrument, as in Tbe Soldier's Tale and octet. I believe 

the French system bassoon, with its responsiveness, to be 

better suited for the large interval slurs found in this 

work. 

58 
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septet 

Movement I. 

Example 22 - Low register, large intervals, slurred. 

ms.20 Solo 

I ?: '1# ! ~ ~ j J I J JJJ~ j J I ~ ~* ~ II 

"-.1. -. # . 
marc. rna p 

This excerpt is an example of a solo in the low register. 

These slurs are slightly difficult to perform, though the 

mezzo-piano dynamic does help. The whisper key lock, a 

mechanism that locks the whisper key in the closed position, 

would also prove beneficial to the German system bassoonist. 

This would free-up the thumb for easier and smoother 

movement between notes. Since the whisper key on the French 

system bassoon is controlled by the left little finger, 

execution of this passage would be much easier. 

Example 23 - Low to middle register, large intervals, 

slurred. 

ms.74 

marc.ma p 

In th'is passage the performer must maintain the piano 
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dynamic level in three different registers, requiring a good 

deal of control from the bassoonist. This solo also 

encompasses a wide range and includes large interval slurs. 

Again, the whisper key lock would prove beneficial to the 

German system bassoonist. 

Movement II. "Passacaglia" 

Example 24 - Low to middle registers, large interval leaps, 

slurred. 

ms.6 

19:! ~ ~ 
~-r I qJ F ~ I ~ ~ #fJRJ ~ 
lIlp p 

This example displays large interval leaps involving 

difficult downward and upward slurs. 

Example 25 - Extreme high register to high register, 

slurred. 

espresso rna non f 
PI *$. 

II 

In this passage the German system bassoonist will usually 

encounter difficulties in playing the high d2 at a dynamic 
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level that is not too loud. 

Example 26 - Low register to middle register. 

ms.48 r---- J I ~:~ #J I 4 r I F II 
(p) J 

" 
The above excerpt contains a rare example of a low AA, which 

falls a half-step below the range of the modern bassoon. It 

can be produced through the use of some kind of extension. 

Example 27 - Middle register to low register, slurred. 

ms.66 

I?: ire=:: I) F 
ppsempre 

---... 
J I r 

This passage is also difficult due to the pianissimo dynamic 

marking and the register changes. The low B is particularly 

troublesome, especially on the German system bassoon, 

because of its tendency to sound louder than any of the 



other notes. 

Movement III. "Gigue" 

Example 28 - Low to high registers, large interval leaps, 

slurred. 

II 

This passage is very difficult to perform because of the 

downward slurs of large intervals at a mezzo-piano dynamic 

level. 

-- -------- - ----

62· 
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Conclusion 

Through an analysis of Stravinsky's scoring for the 

bassoon in his chamber works, a comparison of the French and 

German bassoon systems and by considering stravinsky's 

domicile during the writing of the selected works, one can 

conclude with some degree of reliability that the composer 

did write for the French system bassoon. This was the 

instrument which was at hand during the first performances 

of The Soldier's Tale and Octet, and was the instrument he 

was accustomed to hearing. 

stravinsky utilized the full orchestral range of the 

bassoon from the low BB-flat, and even extended it to low 

AA, up to the extreme high register d2. However, stravinsky 

seems to have had a decided preference for the upper 

register of the instrument, especially in soloistic 

passages, which is much more comfortable to produce on the 

French bassoon than the German. These soloistic passages 

vary in length from two measures to as many as nineteen, and 

most of them are quite difficult technically due not only to 

the high tessitura, but also to the composer's frequent use 

of large interval skips of a seventh or ninth. Those 

intervals that are tongued are not too difficult, but those 

that must be slurred, particularly descending, create a 
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performance problem, especially on the German system 

bassoon. The composer also relies on the use of repeated 

rhythmic and melodic motives as a compositional device in 

all of his styles. stravinsky's compositional style as a 

whole requires the ultimate in technical facility and a high 

degree of concentration. 

stz'avinsky's methods of treating two bassoons, as can 

be seen from Octet, produce some interesting features. The 

intervals contained within the two bassoon parts are 

inclined towards spacings that are rather close, usually 

those of a second or sixth. He makes extensive and 

excellent use of elisions in order to simplify difficult 

passages or to provide periods of rest for the 

instrumentalists. 

It can be stated without question that because of the 

technical demands the composer has placed on the bassoonist, 

he has had a lasting impact on the development of bassoon 

playing, especially for those who play the German system 

instrument. Through the comparison of the two fingering 

systems and an investigation into the different concepts 

concerning the two instruments, we can see why the 

composer's works at first seemed so awkward and difficult 

for many German system bassoonists. Although still 

considered to be among the most difficult works to perform 
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on the German system instrument, it is no longer considered 

extraordinary to play passages in this extreme high 

register. The stature of Stravinsky as a composer and the 

popularity of his works has forced German system bassoonists 

to come up to the technical level of their French 

colleagues. What was once considered nearly impossible for 

German system bassoonists in terms of range and technique 

has come to be expected of all serious bassoonists. 
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APPENDIX I-A 

FINGERING CHARTS 

French system49 German System 
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4~aurice Allard, Tablatur, Trills, Diatonic and Chromatic 
Scales (Paris: Gerard Billaudot, 1973) 3-9. 
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