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Chapter  4: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4 

Verklärte Nacht is the most regularly performed piece written by Schoenberg, and 

perhaps the composition of his that most people have not only heard of, but also actually 

listened to. This programmatic piece is based on a poem with the same name from the 

collection Weib und Welt (Woman and World) published in 1896 by Richard Dehmel. 

The exact date of composition of Verklärte Nacht is uncertain. Schoenberg never said 

exactly when he composed it, although he did proudly indicate that the process of 

composition took him three weeks.1 In 1993 Walter Frisch suggested a more likely 

scenario: it 'was conceived and written during a relatively short span in September 1899, 

then was revised intermittently over the course of the fall, so that the complete score was 

finished on 1 December'.2 Zemlinsky tried to have Verklärte Nacht performed at the 

Wiener Tonkünstlerverein in the 1899-1900 season, but it was rejected. Schoenberg 

commented on this in his Harmonielehre: 'Only now do I understand the objection, at that 

time beyond my comprehension, of that concert society which refused to perform my 

Sextet on account of this chord [in m. 42] (its refusal was actually so explained). 

Naturally: inversions of ninth chords just don't exist; hence, no performance, either, for 

how can one perform something that does not exist’ .3 In March 1902 the Rosé Quartet 

and two additional players (Franz Jelinek, second viola; Franz Schmidt, second cello) 

performed the première. It was Mahler who convinced them to play it. 'It shall not be 

forgotten', Schoenberg wrote, 'that this work, at its first performance in Vienna, was 

hissed and caused riots and fist fights. But very soon it became very successful’ .4 And 

indeed, since then, Verklärte Nacht has been widely performed and recorded. Wayne 

                                                 
1�SI, 'Heart and Brain in Music', 55-6.  
2 Walter Frisch, The Early Works of Arnold Schoenberg 1893-1908 (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: 
University of California Press, 1993), 110.� 
3�Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony (London: Faber and Faber, 1978), 346. 
4�SR, 'From the program Notes to Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4 (1899)', 40. See also SI, 36.  
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Shoaf's Schoenberg Discography lists thirty-nine recordings of the sextet version by 

world-known performers; and seventy-seven recordings of the orchestral versions of 

Verklärte Nacht by famous conductors and orchestras.5 The web site of Universal Edition 

reports three hundred and forty three performances of this piece between September 1996 

and May 2007.6 

When one compares Verklärte Nacht, the sextet of 1899, with both the first String 

Orchestra arrangement of 1917 and the second String Orchestra arrangement of 1943, one 

finds intriguing differences. In this chapter I will explore the historical causes that 

encouraged the differences between the scores. In addition to the various scores 

mentioned above, I will examine Schoenberg's conducting score in which certain 

annotations go back as far as 1919,7 and an incomplete recording of him conducting the 

piece from around 1928.  

Schoenberg did not write much about his reason for preparing a new orchestral 

version. In a letter to his publisher dated 28 November 1939 he wrote that most of the 

changes in the forthcoming second arrangement of Verklärte Nacht were 'based on 

experience from many hundreds of performances, of which I conducted a great number 

myself and it would be unpardonable not to use them, when a new edition is printed’ . 

Schoenberg's experience in conducting Verklärte Nacht is outlined in Table 4.1: 

  

Date Compositions Performers Place Comments Source(s) 
of info 

May- June 
1919 
3 June 
1919  

Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 

  Dates written 
on the first page 
on the 
conducting 
score 

DP 

                                                 
5 Wayne Shoaf was the archivist of the ASI. The site is being constantly updated (last update on 27 April 
2006). The discography can be found at www.usc.edu/isd/archives/schoenberg/as_disco/shoaf.htm 
6�www.universaledition.com ; site was viewed on 19 May 2006. 
7�On the first page of the score Schoenberg annotated in red pencil: 'Dirigier-Partitur/Mai-Juni 1919/3. Juni 
1919/Schönberg’ . 
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Date Compositions Performers Place Comments Source(s) 
of info 

21 March 
1920  

The orchestral 
arrangement of 
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 and 
Vergangenes 
from Fünf 
Orchesterstücke,
Op. 16 

Concertgebouw 
Orchestra 

Amsterdam 
 
 

Stayed in 
Holland 21 
March and 12 
April 

See part of 
First 
Violin in 
Op. 16 in 
ASC. 

24,25 
March 
1920  

The orchestral 
arrangement of 
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 and 
Vörgefühle and 
Vergangenes 
from Fünf 
Orchesterstücke, 
Op. 16 

Concertgebouw 
Orchestra 

24 at Utrecht 
25 at 
Amsterdam 
 
 

Stayed in 
Holland 21 
March – 12 
April 

SA 

21 October 
1920 

The orchestral 
arrangement of 
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 and Fünf 
Orchesterstücke, 
Op. 16 

Concertgebouw 
Orchestra 

Amsterdam This concert 
was repeated on 
October 24 in 
The Hague and 
on October 27 
in Rotterdam 

 

January 
1924  

Parts of 
'Gurrelieder', the 
orchestral version 
of Verklärte 
Nacht, Op. 4, and 
Beethoven’s 
violin concerto. 

Rudolf Kolisch 
played the 
violin solo in 
Beethoven’s 
violin concerto. 

Mödling, 
Vienna 

A benefit concert 
at the request of 
the Mödling 
municipal 
government to 
help the so-called 
'Germans in 
distress' 

 

6-23 
February 
1924 (?) 

Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 

 Vienna Stuckenschmidt 
writes only 
about rehearsals  

Stuckens-
chmidt 
293 

12,13 
January 
1934 

Schoenberg's 
orchestration of 
Bach's Prelude 
and Fugue in E 
flat; Pelleas und 
Melisande, Op. 5; 
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4  

 Boston, 
Cambridge 
(USA) 

Invitation from 
Koussevitzky. 
Concerts on 
12,13 January 
1934 were 
cancelled 
because of 
Schoenberg's 
illness 

Stuckens-
chmidt 
379 

21 March 
1935  

Verklärte Nacht, 
his Bach 
transcriptions 
and Brahm's 
Third Symphony 
were performed 
in the concert. 
Was supposed to 
be the Première 
of the String 
Suite.  

Philharmonic Los Angeles Klemperer 
invited 
Schoenberg to do 
a guest 
programme. 
Schoenberg gives 
three reasons for 
changing the 
programme: 1) 
'the Philharmonic 
Symp[h]ony 
Society[!] fixed 

Schoenbe-
rg's Letter 
to Engel 
of 7 April 
1935 
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Date Compositions Performers Place Comments Source(s) 
of info 

my first rehearsal 
at the time when 
I was in San 
Francisco, 
conducting a 
concert arranged 
by Henry 
Cowell'; 2) 'the 
material of the 
Suite was not 
arrived'; 3) 'the 
Associated 
Publishers had 
sent a wrong, old, 
uncorrected 
material' 

27 
December 
1935 

Suite in G, 
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4, 
Kammersympho-
nie, Op. 9b,  

Los Angeles 
Philharmonic 

Los Angeles Première  

26 July 
1938 

Brahms-
Schoenberg 
Piano Quartet 
arrangement, 
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4; 
transcription of 
Bach's Prelude 
and Fugue in E 
flat. 

San Diego 
Symphony 

San Diego  Sabine 
Feisst 

January 
1943 

Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 

Metropolitan 
Opera, Ballet 
Theatre 

Los Angeles 
and San 
Francisco 

A ballet version 
of the work 

 

8 February 
1945 

The ballet Pillar 
of Fire with 
Antony Tudor's 
choreography of  
Verklärte Nacht, 
Op. 4 

 San 
Francisco 

Great success 
according to 
Stuckenschmidt  

Stuckens-
chmidt 
470 

 

Table 4.1: Performanaces Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducted by Schoenberg.  
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On 22 December 1942 Schoenberg wrote to Hugo Winter from Associated Music 

Publishers about the shortcomings of the first orchestral arrangement, which he planned 

to improve in the second one:8  

 

(1) It will improve the balance between first and second violins on the one hand and viola 
and cello on the other hand and re-establish the balance which existed in the original 
sextet. There were six equally potent instruments. But in the orchestra 36 violins are 
superior to 5 first and 5 second violas and to 5 first and 5 second violencellos... 
(2) Some sections are never well played - for which I have a satisfactory solution…  
(4) there will be substantial changes in the dynamics, according to my experiences. 

 

Schoenberg, it seems, regarded the sextet as the authentic manifestation of the piece. On 

13 January 1950 he tried to convince Ross Russell from Dial Records to record the sextet 

version with the Kolisch Quartet: 'I am quite sure that nobody would buy the [recording 

of the] orchestra version any more if the original string sextet is on the market’ .  

After introducing the sources – namely, the various scores and the recording – I 

will claim that it was not only his experience as a conductor and his attempt to ‘ restore’  

the original balance of the sextet that affected the changes between the sources. The 

increasing importance of the concept of organicism for Schoenberg, changes in his 

performance aesthetics, and the different performance environments that he faced before 

and after emigrating to the USA also had a prominent influence on the changes that were 

made in Verklärte Nacht. 

 

                                                 
8� I would like to thank Ullrich Scheideler for alerting me to the correct date of this letter (in ASCW it 
appears as 1944). 
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The sources 

Apart from the sketches9 of Verklärte Nacht, the piece appears in several published 

editions as well as annotated scores in Schoenberg's Nachlaß: 

 

A First edition of the sextet (for two violins, two violas and two cellos). Berlin-

Lichterfelde: Verlag Dreililien (1905)? 

 

A1 Exemplar of A in Schoenberg's Nachlass (with black hardcover); on pages 20-

21 it has an annotation regarding the removal of mutes. Further information can 

be found in GA, Kammermusik I, VI/22, 35-37. 

 

A2 This score is also an exemplar of A, which is in a brown hardcover volume of 

string chamber music, containing twenty-two pages with corrections and more 

specific tempo markings. A list of annotations can be found in GA, 

Kammermusik I, VI/22, 35-37. 

 

B  The 1917 string orchestra arrangement of the piece. (Wien, Leipzig: Universal-

Edition, 1917, edition number U.E. 6065). 

 

B1 Conducting score which is a copy of B with many annotations by Schoenberg. 

On the cover appears the following written description: 'Verklärte Nacht' in 

black, and under it 'DIRIGIER-PARTITUR' twice, once in red and once in 

black (the second is framed in black and double underlined in red). In handmade 

                                                 
9�ASC, MS 4, Archive number: 984-987. 
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hardcover binding with green cloth spine and hand-lettered cover title. It can be 

found in the ASC. 

  

B*  set of parts based on Edition B - it has the edition numbers: Universal-Edition 

Nr. 6066a; Universal-Edition Nr. 6066b; Universal-Edition Nr. 6066c; 

Universal-Edition Nr. 6066d; Universal-Edition Nr. 6066e; Universal-Edition 

Nr. 6066f; for first and second violins, first and second violas, first and second 

cellos.  

 

C String orchestra arrangement from 1943; full score. (Vienna: Universal Edition, 

1943;  edition number UE 14 486) 

 

C1 Conducting score which is a copy of C. Located in the ASC. There are almost 

no annotations except for a correction of rhythm on page 3. In a handmade 

cover binding with green cloth and original cover pasted on front and back. 

 

The most interesting sources for this study are A, B, C, and B1 (in appendix 3, one can 

see whether the annotations of B1 also appear in A and later in C). 

It is not clear how often Schoenberg used B1. On the cover of this score the 

following dates are annotated: 'Mai-Juni 1919' and '3. Juni 1919'.10 However, since 

Schoenberg performed with a score, it is not unlikely that he used B1 also in other 
                                                 

10� In the ASC there is a program of the Konzertbureau der Wiener Konzerthaus-Gesellschaft saying that 
there would be a concert on Tuesday, 3 June 1919 at 6:30 pm in the middle concert hall, an 'Arnold 
Schönberg-Abend' featuring the String Quartet, Op. 10 and 'Streichsextett zu Rich. Dehmals "Verklärte 
Nacht"'. This is probably a mistake in the program: instead of the sextet version, it was the first orchestral 
version that was performed. In a letter from 17 March 1919 the Wiener Konzerthausgesellschaft asked 
Schoenberg whether an orchestral version of Op. 4 could be performed at the end of April or Beginning of 
May. This plan took place a month later. Schoenberg's diary from 1919 has the entry 'Orch' which means a 
rehearsal with orchestra, was realized on the dates 19, 20, 23, 25 of May 1919. Furthermore, in the program 
Schoenberg wrote: 'Muß also  Kammermusik in Großen Sälen gespielt werden, so solte dies wenigstens, 
wie schon Richter und Mahler es getan haben, gelegentlich in orchestermäßiger Besetzung geschehen’ .  
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occasions (see Table 4.1). Schoenberg's published scores of Verklärte Nacht include 

detailed performance indications, such as many gradual tempo changes (for example rit. 

and accel.); changes of timbre (am Steg., mit Dämpfer); balance between instruments 

(Hauptstimmen and Nebenstimmen); 'breath' pauses between phrases marked with v; and 

textual information that relates to the emotional state the music should express or 

represent. The additional annotations in B1 are of various kinds: corrections, re-marking 

of existing score indications, further of performance indications and other changes.11  

Schoenberg's obsession with indicating playing with and without mute in B1 

clearly influenced C. In C he indicated at the side of the stave when there is a need for a 

mute.12 He constantly underlined instructions to add or remove mutes (see Ex. 4.1a) and 

he sometimes wrote an extra indication in addition to the printed ones. The difficulty that 

Schoenberg occasionally had with uncooperative performers might have had something 

to do with this (see chapter 1). It is clear that the change of timbre was important for 

Schoenberg, since often he added to C indications of using mutes at the side of staves 

(see Ex. 4.1b). 

 

                                                 
11� There are 21 annotations concerning dynamics, 11 concerning articulations, 8 concerning tempo, 4 
concerning pitch, and 2 concerning phrasing (see appendix 3). Schoenberg used seven pen/pencil colours 
for his annotations: Green pencil - re-marking Dpf (with mute). Red pencil - underlining the text: 'mit 
Dämpfer', correcting or adding dynamics, correcting pitch. Red pen - adding dates of concerts on the 
opening page, adding slurs. Blue pencil – adding 'breath' signs between phrases, entrances of individual 
instruments, re-marking of tempo changes such as accel. and rit., adding dynamics and slurs. Grey pencil – 
metronome markings, correcting pitch, measure numbers and slurs. Purple pencil – correcting one pitch. 
The vast majority of the annotations were done with red and blue pencils. It is hard to determine which 
colour preceded which. The annotations in green pencil probably came after those in blue. This may be 
deduced from a marking of a pitch mistake in blue on page 31 and after marking the same mistake with a 
green x near it. In other words, the correction of the pitch was done in blue yet probably on a later occasion 
Schoenberg saw the mistake and remarked near it an x in green. 
12�Note also a change in m. 164 in this respect. 
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Ex. 4.1a: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, annotations indicating the use of mutes. 
 
 

 
Ex. 4.1b: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, second ar rangement, use of mutes inserted at the side of 
the staff. 
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In C one can find several dynamic annotations that are completely new,13 while 

other changes are directly influenced by B1.14 Not all annotations of B1 have been 

incorporated in C,15 yet many were, and the new changes in dynamics and tempo seem to 

suggest a strong influence of B1 on C. In other words, Schoenberg’s claim that 

performance experience affected C is not without basis. 

Another important source is the recording of Schoenberg conducting the piece. 

This incomplete recording consists of three single-sided twelve-inch shellac discs  

recorded at 78 rpm, with diameter of 29,5 cm. It was probably recorded in 1928 in Berlin 

for the private use of the composer.16 The duration is about 12 minutes 10 seconds and 

the recording contains bars 1-200. It is somewhat tricky to try to determine from a 

recording at such an early stage in the development of this technology whether the 

balance conformed to the Hauptstimmen and Nebenstimmen signs indicated in the score. 

The fact that this was not a commercial recording also adds to the difficulty of any 

analysis in this respect. It is possible that the reason why the Hauptstimme in mm. 11-12 

in the first cello is almost inaudible is due to the position of the microphone, which might 

have been closer to the violins than to the cellos.17 As with other places in this piece the 

balance markings in the score have little effect in the recording: these sound not like 

                                                 
13�For instance see mm. 14, 39, 43, 79, and 94. 
14�For example, compare mm. 36, 74, 139, 160, and 173. In mm. 144, 147-48, 152, and 313 the change 
appears with variation. 
15�See for instance mm. 75, 112-14, 124, 128, 129, 156, 277, 319, and 347.  
16�Schoenberg noted on the album cover: '3 Platten Verkl. Nacht Afd-made in Berlin unfinished’ . These 
discs are also referred to on three empty sleeves in Album I [1] as 'Berlin (1928??) unvollendeter Sch 
conducting’ . Matrix Numbers and notations (in pencil) on the label: 30272 - Verklärte Nacht Prof. 
Schönberg, 30273 - Verklärte Nacht Prof. Schönberg, 30274 - Verklärte Nacht Schönberg, The Matrix 
number is always written in pencil on the label, and it is also punched on the record (near to the label). 
"Made in Germany" is also punched on each record. The recordings is held at ASC. 
17�Another case where the cello is marked as Hauptstimme yet is inaudible is at m. 97.  Mm. 50-55 feature 
an alteration of a similar motive between the first cello and the first violin. Here it is possible to hear clearly 
that the cello sounds somewhat vague compared to the clear sound of the violin (a similar situation also 
happens in mm. 136-50). In mm. 36-37 Schoenberg indicated that the second violin and first cello should 
play as Hauptstimmen, yet in practice the first violin and viola (which are marked Nebenstimmen) are 
clearly heard while the second violin is heard in the background and the first cello is inaudible. In mm. 181-
185 the first violas and cellos are marked as Nebenstimmen while there seems to be no Hauptstimmen. 
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Nebenstimmen but like Hauptstimmen.18 It is also possible that the recording and 

playback mechanism had some effect on tempo. In spite of a possible distortion in the 

representation of Schoenberg’s tempo and dynamics, this recording can give us a general 

idea about Schoenberg’s practice (more about the general relations between the various 

parts than about the exact values of these parameters).   

 

Defining each voice in the organic whole  

Schoenberg's development of the notation of Hauptstimme for marking the main 

voice/instrument and Nebenstimme for marking the secondary voice/instrument concerns 

the relation between voices. I would like to suggest that the increasing importance of 

organicism for Schoenberg (see chapter 2), found one of its expressions in the 

development of this notation. Hauptstimme and Nebenstimme appeared for the first time 

in 1915 in the first piece of Orchesterlieder, Op. 22/2.19 It seems to me more than a 

coincidence that Schoenberg thought for the first time about his famous 'musical idea' 

concept also in 1915.20 The importance of organicism for the musical idea concept has 

been widely discussed. As mentioned in chapter 2, it has been claimed by Neff that the 

origins of organicism go back to Plato, who wrote that a 'composition should be like a 

living being, with a body of its own, as it were, and neither headless nor footless, with a 

middle and with members adapted to each other and to the whole’ .21 In a letter from 6 

December 1920, about a year and a half after the annotations in B1 were made, 

Schoenberg wrote that in performance all voices must be expressive in a way and that this 

is possible only if the performer has 'a concept of the total sound’ . Indeed, the 

                                                 
18�As mentioned above, Schoenberg claimed that balance problems were also a result of faults in the way 
the sextet was arranged in B, and that this was later corrected in C. 
19� Schoenberg's concern about this issue can be found already in his extensive performance annotations 
from the end of 1909 on a score of his Second String Quartet. Yet at this stage this concern was not 
manifested in a systematic notation.   
20 See the 3 June 1937 letter from Schoenberg to Nicholas Slonimsky. 
21 This was quoted from Plato's Phaedrus�in Neff, 'Schoenberg and Goethe', 409.� 
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Hauptstimme and Nebenstimme signs were a way to facilitate the understanding of the 

performer of the function of each voice in relation to the total sound.  

On the third page of B one finds the instruction: 'Was nicht als Hauptstimme 

bezeichtnet ist hat zurückzutreten' (what is not marked as Hauptstimmen should step 

back). B1 reveals that around 1919, Schoenberg understood this in terms of dynamics: he 

adjusted the dynamics so that the Hauptstimmen voices would sound louder than other 

voices. In the first edition all the voices were marked piano. In Ex. 4.2 one can see that he 

lowered the voices that are not Hauptstimmen to pianissimo in B1. 

 

 
Ex. 4.2: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 75-76, 'br inging out'  the 
Hauptstimmen voices by adjusting the dynamics of other  voices.  
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Ex. 4.3: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 14-17. 
 

This notation fixed relationships between the instruments that hitherto were often 

undefined. In the case of Verklärte Nacht these were not determined in the sextet of 1899, 

but only later, in the first String Orchestra arrangement of 1917. This is not a negligible 

change in the notation but a transformation in the conception of the work. The first violin 

is defined in m. 13 as the Hauptstimme. It is not clear why the second violin in mm. 14 

and 16 (Ex. 4.3), is marked as Nebenstimme and not Hauptstimme. Does it mean that its 

dynamic should be lower than that of the first violin (apart from dynamics, these signs 

can be interpreted in other ways)? Furthermore, it is not clear from B how the first cello 

should be performed in this constellation. Should it have an even lower dynamic than the 

second violin? These thoughts would never arise so explicitly from the score of the 

sextet. The new notations in B exceed the need to be conscious of the newly-defined 

relation of each instrument to the whole. Before these signs were added there was more 

freedom for the performer in understanding which voice (if any) is the Hauptstimme.  
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In A the first violin in mm. 34-37 would most likely be prominent (see Ex. 4.4a). 

In B in mm. 36-37 the combination of forte in the first violin in a very high register, on 

the one hand, and a Nebenstimme sign on the other hand, is puzzling. Schoenberg tried to 

correct this in B1 (see Ex. 4.4b) and in C (see Ex. 4.4c) by reducing the dynamics to mf. 

 
Ex. 4.4a: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, Sextet, mm. 34-37. 
 

  
Ex. 4.4b: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 34-37. 
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Ex. 4.4c: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, second ar rangement, mm. 34-37. 
 

Before Schoenberg added the Nebenstimme sign it was possible not to 'bring out' the 

melody in m. 36 in the second violin, but instead to allow it to echo softly.22 

   

 
Ex. 4.5a: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, Sextet, mm. 117-118. 
 

                                                 
22�See mm. 125-127 for another example of this. 
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Ex. 4.5b: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, first ar rangement, dynamics in mm. 117-118. 
 

 
Ex. 4.5c: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, second ar rangement, dynamics in mm. 117-118 (violins). 
 
 

In several cases changes in C reveal a new and more refined design of the 

dynamics of the phrase: for example, compare the dynamics of the second violin in mm. 

117-118 on the one hand in A (see Ex. 4.5a) and B (see Ex. 4.5b), and on the other hand 

in C (see Ex. 4.5c). In many other places where he indicated that a voice is of primary 

importance, he reworked in C the dynamics in a similar manner.23 Schoenberg probably 

wanted a further interpretation in these places in order to reconcile the dynamics with the 

given importance of the voices.  

                                                 
23�Compare first and second arrangements: violin I and viola I in m. 39; violins I, II in mm. 77-78; see 
adjustment of specific dynamics to the voices with different levels of importance in mm. 186-187. In other 
cases he cancelled such hairpins where the voices are of secondary importance: see the indications in mm. 
75-76, mm. 83-85, m. 157, and m. 147 for making the secondary voice prominent in relation to other voices 
(which are not primary).  
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Ex. 4.6a: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 172-173. 
 

 
Ex. 4.6b: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, second ar rangement, mm. 172-173. 
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A change in dynamics that originated in B1 and was implemented later in C can 

be found in mm. 172-173. We can see that the dynamic of many of the voices was 

reduced to piano.24 Note that the Hauptstimmen voices were not marked as piano in B1 

(see Ex. 4.6a), and accordingly were indicated to be played mf in C (see Ex. 4.6b). This 

too is evidence of how not only performance experience, but also the development of the 

concept of organicism affected C. 

 

Espressivo   

Schoenberg emphasized in many occasions that he continued the great German tradition. 

Showing that this was done in the realm of performance (and not only composition) 

would strengthen his claim. It was Kolisch who argued that Schoenberg’s espressivo 

continued the practice of the Viennese tradition. Yet this term had a different meaning 

from an aesthetic point of view than in the music of Mozart, for example. One of the 

main differences is that for Schoenberg, espressivo was connected to the concept of 

organicism as he understood it (see chapter 2). I have mentioned above Eugene Lehner, 

claiming that ‘ characteristic … was [our] … often seemingly improvisatory and 

spontaneous music-making’ .25 In Schoenberg's performance practice, as we will see in a 

moment, this spontaneous quality of the organic art-work usually came into expression in 

tempo fluctuations.26 The degree and quantity of these fluctuations changed during his 

life. 

                                                 
24�A similar treatment occurs in mm. 83, 156, 173-174, and 277-278.  
25 This was said about the playing in the Kolisch Quartet. Eugene Lehner, 'A Statement by Eugene Lehner 
on the Present Recordings (1991)', in liner notes to Schoenberg, String Quartets Nos. 1-4 (Archiphon ARC-
103/4), 20.  
26�For more on the connection between spontaneity and the organic art-work see chapters 2 and 3. 
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Schoenberg's flexible attitude towards tempo is clearly revealed from the 

recording and conducting score of Verklärte Nacht. There are several places in the 

recording where he conducted a ritenuto earlier, sometimes much earlier, than he had 

indicated in the published edition. For example, a rit. indicated in m. 74 starts in the 

recording as early as m. 71 and is very prominent a whole measure before the notated 

indication (Sound ex. 4.1; CD-0127 of mm. 69-74 and see Ex. 4.7).28 

In a new section that starts at m. 50 Schoenberg indicates: mit schmerzlichen 

Ausdruck (with painful expressivity) which does not need to be interpreted necessarily in 

relation to tempo. Schoenberg performed this section at a much faster tempo than that of 

the previous measures (indeed he used grey pencil  to  place  a  metronome  indication    

 

 

 

                                                 
27�The number near CD indicates the track number (CD-01 means track 1 in the sound examples CD 
attached to this dissertation). 
28�Also, the rit. indicated in the score in m. 28 starts in the recordings a measure earlier; in m. 40 there is an 
indication to return to tempo, yet in the recording this is done only a measure later (m. 41). A similar 
change in tempo, yet perhaps more gentle than in the previous example, occurs in m. 61 (section E); there is 
a moderate (written and performed) rit., leading to this section which is then being performed notably 
faster. This tempo change is also not indicated explicitly in the score. Another example is at m. 91 where 
Schoenberg indicates in B Lebhaften (livelier). In the recording there is an accelerando in mm. 91-98 
followed by yet another unwritten rit. in m. 99.    
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Ex. 4.7: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 69-74. 
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Fig. 4.1: Tempo of Schoenberg conducting in the recording of Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, mm. 29-63. 

 

in   B1  ‘ �   =  80’ ).  Figure  4.1  demonstrates  the  approximate  tempo   in  the  recording  

of mm. 29-63.29 Before m. 34 there is a stringendo and in B1 Schoenberg annotated  at  

m.  34 a tempo  of  ‘ �  = 96’ .   This   tempo   is   indeed   reached   in   the   recording   yet 

immediately abandoned to return to the tempo of m. 29. In addition, there is another 

significant unnotated slowing down from m. 41 to m. 47. This change of tempo is 

probably a result of the new musical material in these measures; nevertheless, the fact 

that there is an indication that one should return to tempo in m. 40 might be easily 

understood as an indication for a tempo which should continue in subsequent measures. 

In Schoenberg's recording, however, the tempo is fluctuating (Sound ex. 4.2; CD-02 of 

mm. 29-63). 

                                                 
29�The tempo is approximate since it is an average of three listening sessions. Such empirical collection of 
data has the disadvantage of inaccuracy in the small range because of human delay in responding, yet it 
gives an adequate picture (albeit being approximate) of the large range.  
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A clear example of Schoenberg's unnotated tempo fluctuations can be found in m. 

54. A measure later a period starts with new material; he marks the change in material 

with a decrease of tempo just before m. 55 (Sound ex. 4.3; CD-03 of mm. 50-56 and see 

Ex. 4.8). 

 

 

Ex. 4.8: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 50-56. 

  

Another fluctuation of tempo can be found at the start of the recording where he 

starts at a relatively fast tempo; here it is possible to hear that it takes Schoenberg several 

seconds to arrive at a slower, stable tempo (Sound ex. 4.4; CD-04 of mm. 1-4 and see Ex. 
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4.9). Indeed, not every deviation from the score necessarily signifies an intended musical 

expression. 

 

 

Ex. 4.9: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 1-4. 

 

The first time that the indication espressivo appears in the 1917 edition is in mm. 

17-18. Schoenberg interpreted this indication in the recording by gradually accelerating 

the tempo. This rubato is compensated by a (written) rit. in the middle of m. 21 (Sound 

ex. 4.5; CD-05 of mm. 16-21 and see Ex. 4.10). The accelerando, to be sure, is not 

indicated explicitly in the printed edition, and it is Schoenberg's way of interpreting his 

espressivo indication in this place. The next espressivo indication, in m. 22, is interpreted 

in a completely different manner: this time the tempo is stable yet the first viola performs 

the demisemiquavers unevenly (Sound ex. 4.6; CD-06 of mm. 22-23 and see Ex. 4.10), 
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unlike m. 23 and thereafter (a similar thing happens in m. 131). This comes to show that 

even under the composer’s baton the same sign can be interpreted differently according to 

context. 

 

 

Ex. 4.10: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 16-23. 

 

The scores A and B do not include metronome markings. Whereas in B1 

Schoenberg annotated only three metronomic indications, in C one can find thirty-five 

such indications (see Table 4.2) as follows: 
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M
easure 

A
2 

(Sextet score in 
N

achlaß) 

B
1 

(C
onducting 
score, 
1919+) 

C 
(Second 

arrangement, 
1943) 

M
easure 

A
2 

(Sextet score in 
N

achlaß) 

B
1 

(C
onducting score 

1919+) 

C 
(Second 

arrangement, 
1943) 

1 

�  = 7630 

Near it �  = 

80.31   

 GRAVE (� = 46) 169 

 

 �  = 112 

29 
� = ca 60 � = 76 

POCO PIÙ 

MOSSO (� = 72) 175 
� = ca 80 

  

34 
 

�  = 96 MODERATO (� 

= 84) 
177 

 
 

PESANTE (� 

= 112) 

50 
 

�  = 80 A TEMPO (� = 

72) 
181 

� = ca 66 
 

GRAVE (� = 

63) 

69 
� = ca 100 

 
POCO PIÙ 

MOSSO (� = 92) 188 
 

 
A TEMPO (� 

= 63) 

75 

� = ca 120 

(langsame  

�.)  

 
ANIMATO (� = 

132) 
202 

 

 
GRAVE (� = 

63) 

79 

 

 

MOLTO 
RALLENTANDO 

(� = 69) 
229 

 

 

ADAGIO 

GRAVE (� = 

63) 

83 
 

 
ANIMATO (� = 

132) 
251 

 
 �  = 60 

87 

 

 

MOLTO 
RALLENTANDO 

(� = 69) 
270 

 

 
A TEMPO (� 

= 60) 

91 
 

 
ANIMATO (� = 

132) 
277 

 
 �  . = �  (=60) 

100 

Breiter 
changed to 
Viel 

breiter. �  = 

60  

 

MOLTO 
RALLENTANDO 

(� = 63) 
279 

 

 

MENO 

MOSSO (�. = 

44) 

                                                 
30�Written and deleted with red pen. 
31�Written with red pen and deleted with grey pencil. 
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105 
�. = 36 (�  

= 108-112)   
POCO ADAGIO 

(�. = 54) 294 

 

 

PIÙ MOSSO, 
MODERATO 

(� = 80) 

128 
� = �  

 �  = 112 310 

 

 

POCO PIÙ 

MOSSO (� = 

92) 

130 

 

 
ACCELERANDO 

(� = 132) 320 

 

 

POCO 

ADAGIO (�. 

= 69) 

132 
� = 100 

 

POCO 

ALLEGRO (� = 

112) 

338 

Sehr 
breit   

136 
molto 
added 
before rit. 

  345 
etwas 
ruhiger  

A TEMPO (� 

= 60) 

140 
molto 
added 
before rit. 

  370 
 

 
A TEMPO (� 

= 60) 

144 
Tempo 

 
A TEMPO (� = 

112) 
391 

 
 

LARGO (� = 

58) 
145
-
146 

molto rit. 
added    401 

 
 

A TEMPO (� 

= 60) 

153 
 

 
A TEMPO (� = 

112) 
407 

 
 

ADAGIO (� = 

60) 
 
Table 4.2: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, metronome indications in A2, B1 and C. 

�

A comparison of the verbal annotations concerning tempo in C (see Table 4.3) shows that 

they indicate more character than exact speed.  In  C  the  metronome  indications  appear 

differently from those in B1: the annotation '�  = 76' in m. 29 in B1 was replaced in C with 

'POCO PIÙ MOSSO (� = 72)'; in m. 34, '�  = 96' was  replaced  in  C  with  'MODERATO 

(� = 84)'; and in m. 50, '�  = 80' was replaced in C with  'A  TEMPO  (�   =  72)'.  This  may 

suggest that Schoenberg's tempos were  faster  in  his  performances  in  the  first  decades  

of   the  century  than   later   on.32     A shift    towards slower tempos  

                                                 
32�Schoenberg, however, argued the opposite in 1926: 'nowadays I take everything in my works a basic 
degree quicker than at the earliest performances, when, partly for technical reasons (difficulty and 
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Measure Second arrangement 
(1943) 

1 GRAVE (� = 46) 

181 GRAVE (� = 63) 

202 GRAVE (� = 63) 

229 ADAGIO GRAVE (� = 63) 

320 POCO ADAGIO (�. = 69) 

407 ADAGIO (� = 60) 

105 POCO ADAGIO (�. = 54) 

391 LARGO (� = 58) 

 
Table 4.3: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, similar  tempo (and their  metronome) indications in C. 
 

in performances  is not uncommon during the first half of the twentieth century.33 This 

suggests that Schoenberg was not disconnected from the culture in which he lived.  

There are further metronome markings in the score A2. Judging by the hand 

writing, these annotations are probably from different periods. Red pencil was used by 

Schoenberg in Europe. A red pen was used later by a person other than Schoenberg using 

American handwriting. A grey pencil was used later by Schoenberg in America. This 

pencil was used to delete the metronome marking in m. 1, which suggests that 

Schoenberg approved the metronome annotations (see Table 4.2) in this score. In other 

words, they were added by Schoenberg or someone else (perhaps a student or secretary) 

and approved by Schoenberg. The metronome indications in A2 are by far the slowest 

                                                                                                                                                  
inadequate dynamics), partly to obtain flexibility, I consciously and unconsciously took everything much 
too slowly’  (SI, 'Mechanical Musical Instruments', 326-327). I discuss this contradiction in chapter 9. 
33�See Philip, Performing Music, 26-62. 
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compared to all the other scores. This score shows, yet again, that Schoenberg's 

conception of tempo was not a fixed one. 

Apart from the reason stated above, there might be another one for reducing the 

metronome values. As argued above, in the 1940's Schoenberg was confronted with a 

performance practice in America that was very different from what he was used to in pre-

First-World-War Europe. The additional metronome indications in C that do not appear 

in B, as well as the reduction of metronome values (it is easier to fluctuate in slower 

tempos than in faster ones), may be understood as an attempt of Schoenberg to 

communicate what he believed to be organic-rhythmic fluctuation despite the 'Takt-

beating' performance practice which he scorned (see chapter 3).  

 

 

 
Ex. 4.11a: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, conducting score, mm. 175-178. 
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Ex. 4.11b: Verklärte Nacht, Op. 4, second ar rangement, mm. 175-178. 
 

 Several places in C reveal that Schoenberg's own concept of tempo had changed. 

The tempo fluctuations of mm. 175-178 from B (see Ex. 4.11a) and B1 were cancelled in 

C (see Ex. 4.11b).34 He also deleted indications such as espressivo from several places in 

C. He further cancelled other character indications: such as Sehr breit (very broad or 

expanded) in m. 229, which presumably refers to tempo fluctuations. He omitted the 

indication innig. zart und sehr weich (deeply tender and very soft) in m. 225, which 

probably refers to dynamics and timbre. In m. 266 he replaced Etwas gedehnt (somewhat 

drawling), which has reference to speech, with poco rallentando. In the aforementioned 

letter from 24 July 1950 Schoenberg wrote to the conductor Thor Johnson that his tempo-

indications in the Gurrelieder are exaggerated. He admitted: 'But we have today a style of 

performance which rather avoids too violent changes of tempo, and I would say that this 

                                                 
34�Annotation of zurücktr. (hold back the tempo) was omitted in m. 281. 
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asks for some modification. I would say don't take the metronome marks too literally’ . 

This evidence suggests that the performance style in America had also some influence on 

the composer of Verklärte Nacht after all.  

 

Conclusion 

Schoenberg claimed to attempt to reproduce, in the second orchestral version, the original 

balance of the sextet. This chapter shows that the changes in the different editions of 

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

conductor, 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 other words, the way the composer himself understood 

his own music significantly changed as a result of the social and cultural environments in 

which he lived. 

 Although no notated pitch structures were changed in the process that was 

described above, one should not underestimate the transformation that occurred in 

Schoenberg’s creative understanding of the music. The changes in balance, tempo, 

dynamics and other expressive annotations are not mere additions to the music, but an 

integral part of it. They affect the core of its musical meaning in a highly significant 

manner. In this context it would be useful to mention Robert Hatten’s argument, that 

‘gesture’  (a concept that attracts great attention by contemporary scholars) is ‘a holistic 

concept, synthesizing what theorists would analyze separably as melody, harmony, 

rhythm and meter, tempo and rubato, articulation, dynamics, and phrasing into an 

indivisible whole... Performers strive to create a shaping and shading of each phrase that 
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is more than the sum of the motivic and harmonic units of which they are composed’ .35 A 

holistic perception of music as advocated by Hatten has more potential to contribute to an 

understanding of musical meaning and the way it evolves, than the positivistic 

(modernist) insistence that certain parameters (such as notated pitch and durations) rule 

out others.  

 A conductor or music analyst who wishes to choose between the first and second 

String Orchestra arrangements faces a serious challenge. Should one choose the second 

orchestral arrangement with more nuanced dynamic indications and many metronome 

indications, or the first orchestral arrangement, which is free from metronome indications 

and has much richer verbal indications concerning expressivity? Or should one take an 

eclectic approach and combine various elements from the different scores? In certain 

cases one may even perform against the score indications; for example, one may choose 

occasionally not to 'bring out' the Hauptstimme voice as it was not defined as such in the 

sextet. An understanding of the aesthetic and cultural causes of the changes between the 

various editions of Verklärte Nacht might facilitate such decisions.   

 

 
 

                                                 
35�Robert Hatten, Musical Gesture, http://www.chass.utoronto.ca/epc/srb/cyber/hatout.html, Cyber Semiotic 
Institute (2001). Quoted in Uri Golomb, ‘Rhetoric and gesture in performances of the First Kyrie from 
Bach’s Mass in B minor (BWV 232)’ , JMM: The Journal of Music and Meaning, 3 (Fall 2004/Winter 
2005) [http://www.musicandmeaning.net/issues/showArticle.php?artID=3.4], sec.4.1.1. 


