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Abstract 
 
This dissertation focuses on Schoenberg's performance aesthetics (his writings) and 

practice (as a conductor) in relation to the various cultural and social environments in 

which he lived. Part I focuses on Schoenberg's aesthetics. Schoenberg's history as a 

performer is introduced. I suggest that the common notion that Schoenberg was an 

unaccomplished conductor was often tainted by issues unrelated to his performance 

technique. There is a discussion of some of the basic conceptions concerning his 

performance aesthetics and I inspect his performance-related writings. One of the main 

arguments in this part is that Schoenberg's performance aesthetics significantly changed 

during his life.   

 Part II and III contain several case studies focusing on Schoenberg's practice. I 

examine Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, dating from his tonal period and Suite, Op. 29 from the 

twelve-tone period and claim that several key factors affected Schoenberg's performance 

practice. Part III is dedicated to Pierrot lunaire, Op. 21 from the atonal period. A 

comparison is made between a broadcast that I have recently discovered and the famous 

1940 commercial recording of the piece. I examine for the first time the test pressings for 

the commercial recording. This sheds new light on how Schoenberg expected the 

Sprechstimme to be performed.  

 Part IV evaluates Schoenberg's performance aesthetics and practice from a large 

perspective. In chapter 8 I examine whether Schoenberg's performance aesthetics and 

practice shed new light on the analysis of his music. In the final chapter I examine the 

relation between Schoenberg’s practice as a conductor (Parts II and III) and his 

performance aesthetic (Part I), and I point out some of the problems and challenges that it 

presents to one who wishes to interpret Schoenberg.    
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Preface 

Together with Stravinsky, Schoenberg is considered to have had one of the strongest 

influences on the course of music in the first half of the twentieth century and arguably 

thereafter. His music was and is an issue of lively debate among musicians, scholars and 

music lovers. There have been many different books and dissertations written about 

Schoenberg, yet none has focused primarily on the issue of performance from historical 

and cultural points of view. There is a rapid growth of what is today called 'performance 

studies', in England, North America, and elsewhere. This field attracts various people, 

such as performers, composers, historians, theoreticians, indeed potentially anyone who is 

somehow involved in musical performance. This dissertation is the first major study 

attempting to deal with this subject as its main focus: namely, the relationship between 

Schoenberg's performance aesthetics and practice.   

 The performances of the composer himself attract special interest.2 The list of 

composers from the first part of the twentieth century who recorded their own music is 

not long. One thinks of Stravinsky, Bartók, Elgar, Fauré, Ravel, Debussy, and 

Rachmaninoff – and there are others. Studying the interpretations of the composers also 

involves special problems and questions. For example, should one understand these 

recordings as a manifestation of the will of the composer? What were the circumstances 

through which the interpretations evolved? What did the composers think about their own 

interpretations? What did they think about the recording technology that was used to 

eternalize their performances? How should one understand performative acts where the 

composer goes against his own score indications? The answers to these questions are not 

always simple and straightforward. Often, much archival work is needed, and frequently, 

                                                 
2
�See chapter 5 in Robert Philip, Performing Music in the Age of Recordings (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2004).  
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especially when there is little evidence, speculations are made. In this sense, the body of 

recordings of the first half of the twentieth century can be compared to that of scores in 

the Middle Ages: usually, little has survived, and every new discovery of evidence might 

significantly change the picture of our knowledge about the music and the period. This is 

why it was exciting for me to discover new recordings of Pierrot lunaire, which I discuss 

for the first time in chapters 6 and 7. Indeed, these recordings shed new light on the 

performance of the piece, in general, and of Sprechstimme, in particular. Schoenberg is an 

interesting case, since, on the one hand, there are not many recordings of his conducting 

(compared to Stravinsky, for example), yet there are many writings on performance by 

him which have survived and are kept in the Arnold Schönberg Center in Vienna.  

 My main research methodology is to examine in conjunction with each other 

what Schoenberg wrote about performance and his actual performances of his own music 

as a conductor. This focuses largely on the manner in which he treated indications in the 

score when performing. What is of interest here is the type, quantity and significance of 

deviations or non-deviations that he allowed himself in relation to the score. I see whether 

the changes that he made in conducting scores and recordings were implemented in later 

editions. Cross-examination of various sources is undertaken in order to see whether a 

manner of performance is consistent and lasting or merely a momentary whim. The texts 

of Op. 4 and Op. 21, as well as the programme of Op. 29, are examined in order to see 

whether they influenced Schoenberg's performance.    

 In chapter 1, I introduce Schoenberg's history as a performer and especially as a 

conductor. I suggest that the common notion of many authors that he was an 

unaccomplished conductor may have been tainted by issues unrelated to his performance 

technique, such as reactions to his music in general, the negative attitudes of performers, 

and possibly anti-Semitism. In the next chapter I discuss some of the basic conceptions 
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concerning Schoenberg's performance aesthetics, most important: his musical idea 

concept in relation to performance. In chapter 3, I examine his performance-related 

writings in an historical perspective. Of great importance is the role of the performer in 

relation to that of the composer and the status of the score. This chapter reveals that his 

performance aesthetics significantly changed after the emigrated to America.  

 The next two parts of the thesis contain several case studies. In chapter 4, I 

examine Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4 (1899, dating from Schoenberg's tonal period) by 

analysing the conducting score and Schoenberg's conducting of it as manifest in the 

recording (Berlin, 1928). This chapter shows that the changes in the different editions of 

Verklärte Nacht were influenced not only by his experience as a conductor and his 

attempt to reproduce the balance of the sextet in the orchestral version, but also by the 

increasing importance of his concept of organicism, changes in his performance 

aesthetics, and the performance environments which he faced before and after emigrating 

to the USA. In chapter 5, I examine Suite, Op. 29 (1925-6) from the twelve-tone period 

(studying the conducting score and analysis of the recording of the première in Paris, on 

15 December 1927) and claim that at least three factors affected Schoenberg's 

performance practice here: the occasion of performing a première of one of the first 

twelve-tone compositions, the fact that performers who had to deal with this composition 

were not from his circle (except for Steuermann), and Schoenberg being critical of 

contemporary music by other important composers. 

Part 3 is dedicated to the main case study of the thesis: Pierrot lunaire, Op. 21 

(from the atonal period). In chapter 6, I compare a broadcast of Pierrot lunaire which I 

have discovered, with the famous 1940 commercial recording of the piece, in both of 

which Arnold Schoenberg conducts performers from his circle such as Rudolf Kolisch, 

Edward Steuermann and Erika Stiedry-Wagner. This shows that the different contexts of 
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the recording studio and the live broadcast, as well as the different qualities of playing of 

some of the new performers that joined on each occasion, greatly influenced the 

performances. I demonstrate how tempo, character and Sprechstimme contour were 

affected by these different contexts.  

Pierrot lunaire is especially interesting for several reasons. First, the conducting 

score contains annotations from several distinguishable periods. Second, I have examined 

the test pressings for the well-known commercial recording made in Los Angeles on 24 

September 1940, which grant a rare view into the workshop of Schoenberg. These 

recordings, discussed in Chapter 7, reveal that in a period of not more than three days, 

Schoenberg accepted relatively great freedom in the Sprechstimme pitch contour, as well 

as a contradictory tendency towards consistency and a certain systematic approach 

towards pitch, which does not always adhere to the score. With the help of the test 

pressings, I shed new light on what has been described by Boulez, Stadlen and others as 

the 'Sprechstimme enigma': namely, how Schoenberg expected the Sprechstimme to be 

performed.3  

Part IV evaluates the whole project from a large perspective. The aim of chapter 8 

is to show how the advance of knowledge in this dissertation concerning Schoenberg's 

performance aesthetics and practice can contribute to analysis. I analyze the song 'Valse 

de Chopin' from Pierrot lunaire, using Harald Krebs's rhythmic analysis of this song as a 

springboard for offering my own analytical alternative which is based on Schoenberg’s 

performance aesthetics and practice. The analysis of Krebs was chosen for two reasons: it 

is based on some of the basic assumptions of Schenkerian analysis which have been 

perhaps the most widespread method in North America and England since the 1960s, and 

                                                 
3
�See Bryan Simms, The Atonal Music of Arnold Schoenberg 1908-1923 (New York: Oxford, 2000), 132; 

William W. Austin, Music in the 20th Century (New York, London: Norton, 1966), 196; and Pierre Boulez, 
"Speaking, Playing, Singing" in ed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Orientations, trans. Martin Cooper (London, 
Boston: Faber and Faber, 1990), 330. 
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because Krebs argues that his analytical method has binding implications for performers. 

I argue that Kreb’s analysis is not binding as he argues, but a possible approach which 

can live side by side with my alternative.  

The last chapter in the dissertation examines whether Schoenberg’s practice as a 

conductor (Parts II and III) intersects or collides with his performance aesthetic (Part I). I 

summarize some of the problems and challenges that this evidence creates and suggest 

that his history and personality beg for a narrative which takes into consideration 

occasional conceptual contradictions. Schoenberg’s multifaceted performance aesthetics 

and practice do not define a single legacy that others may wish to follow. Nevertheless, 

they have a strong potential to contribute to a refined interpretation of his music. 

 This thesis expands our knowledge and understanding of Schoenberg's 

performance aesthetics and practice in more than one way. It breaks some of the myths 

concerning his (negative) view of the role of performers in performance, and his abilities 

as a conductor. The picture that is drawn here is more balanced and complex than 

previously described.  

 The three case studies show that Schoenberg's conducting was influenced by his 

changing performance aesthetics, more local contexts: events such as a broadcast, 

recording studio, première; the level of performers, type and character of piece, and his 

experience in conducting his music.  

One of the novel aspects of this study is that it reveals for the first time that while 

Stiedry-Wagner prepared her Sprechstimme in advance, she left many performative 

aspects to real-time. Boulez's performance aesthetics, which became a mainstream in the 

second half of the twentieth century, denies such performative freedom; the test pressings 

of Pierrot lunaire stand as authoritative evidence which may liberate performers and 

inspire them to do as Stiedry-Wagner did under the composer's baton. Moreover, also 
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Schoenberg's conducting changed. This is true for the 1940s performances of Pierrot 

lunaire, and when comparing the 1920s performances of Verklärte Nacht and Suite, Op. 

29. As mentioned above, his performance aesthetics had undergone considerable change. 

The adjustments and modifications in practice were not always in parallel with those of 

his aesthetics. If the aesthetics in the 1920s tended towards greater restraint in tempo 

fluctuations comparing to other periods, in practice this became more flexible in the case 

of Verklärte Nacht while less so in that of Suite, Op. 29. In both aesthetics and practice 

Schoenberg was influenced by the shifting situations and changing contexts in his life. 

This reveals that he was not only one of the strongest influences on twentieth century 

music, but that he himself was significantly affected by the strong shifts in social and 

cultural environments of his life.  

One of the basic assumptions that underlie this dissertation is that music cannot be 

separated from its performance if, to use Schoenberg's own words, one seeks to 

understand music by not only seeing how 'it is done [by the composer, but by 

appreciating] … what it is!'4 The score is only one of the elements that contribute to the 

various meanings of music, and the arena where musical meaning is finalized is most 

definitely during performance. Unlike the field of performance practice which often 

strives to judge current performances in light of past practice, this study belongs to the 

kind of performance studies that aim to understand interpretation in performance in its 

own terms and in its cultural context. I use the authority of the composer as proof that the 

creative evolution of a musical work goes way beyond the construction of the musical 

score. Schoenberg's conception of his music was developing and changing when he 

performed it. I can only hope that this study will be used in future research as a 

springboard for understanding the relation between Schoenberg's performances and those 

                                                 
4
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of later periods. After all, understanding the past becomes most interesting when it helps 

one to understand the present and possibly also the future.  


