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Chapter  5: Suite, Op. 29 

The Suite, Op. 29 (for piano, piccolo clarinet, clarinet, bass clarinet, violin, viola, and 

cello) is one of the very first compositions to be written using the twelve-tone method. It 

was composed in several discrete stages between October 1924 and May 1926.1 The 

première and its first recording were on 15 December 1927 in Paris in the Grande Salle 

Pleyel during a 'Schoenberg festival'. The performers were local French players 

(Cahuzac, Hery, Delacroix, Darrieux, Boulay and Frecheville) except for Steuermann on 

piano and Schoenberg conducting. The duration of the recording is almost 31 minutes. It 

was made for private use.2 

The press that covered this concert referred to the Suite from the perspective of its 

novelty as a composition.3 Not much literature has been written on the Suite, and most of 

what has been written amounts to structural analysis of the score.4 Recently, however, 

Ronald Jackson has claimed that 'Schoenberg, in the slowing of his tempi for subsidiary 

themes [in the fourth movement of the Suite], once again adheres to a late-Romantic 

tradition'.5 Jackson points to a performance review where Wagner was heard conducting 

in 1855 in London, as well as a treatise for playing the pianoforte by Hummel from 1828, 

                                                 
1�See Ethan Haimo, Schoenberg's Serial Odyssey (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 123-124. 
2�The source I have consulted is a transfer to tape held at the ASC and that the location of the original discs 
in unknown. The tape has the following information: Schoenberg: Suite, op. 29 (premiere); Schoenberg 
conducting. No. 18/R7, 7 1/2 ips, 2 track mono, tail out. 
3�I would like to thank Eike Fess for showing me an unpublished paper that he wrote on this. 
4�For example, see Ethan Haimo, 'The Evolution of the Twelve-tone Method' in The Arnold Schoenberg 
Companion, Walter B. Bailey (ed.) (Westport/Conneticut, London: Greenwood Press, 1998), 101-128; 
Ethan Haimo, Schoenberg's Serial Odyssey, 123-134; Silvina Milstein, Arnold Schoenberg: notes, sets, 
forms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Martha Hyde, 'The Format and Function of 
Schoenberg's Twelve-Tone Sketches', JAMS, 36/3 (Fall 1983), 453-480; Martha Hyde, 'Schoenberg's 
twelve-tone harmony: the Suite Op. 29 and the compositional sketches' (PhD dissertation, Ann Arbor, 
Mich.: UMI Research Press, 1982); Nancy Hill Elton, 'Twelve-tone techniques as they relate to form in 
selected works of Schoenberg and Webern' (DMA Thesis, University of Texas, 1988). 
5�Jackson, 'Schoenberg as performer of his own music', 60. 
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as evidence to support his argument.6 The Suite, Op. 29 was written and performed after 

the First World War in a very different cultural environment from that in Europe of 

before the war. Jackson, however, insists that despite Schoenberg's 'significant 

foreshadowing of future developments in twentieth-century music – his interpretations 

owe more to late-nineteenth-century traditions of performance than to those of the 

unfolding twentieth century'.7 As shown in chapter 3, Schoenberg was affected in his 

writings on performance by the new developments that he encountered after the First 

World War and after his emigration to America. His performance practice, too, was not 

uninfluenced by its cultural environment (see chapter 4). In this chapter I will claim that 

several factors affected Schoenberg's performance practice in the première: the occasion 

itself of performing a première of one of the first twelve-tone compositions and the fact 

that most of the performers who had to deal with this composition were not from 

Schoenberg's circle. Moreover, I suggest that the performance aesthetics of Neue 

Sachlichkeit affected both Schoenberg’s composing and his conducting of the piece.  

 

A première of one of the first twelve-tone compositions 

Years after the première, Schoenberg listened with Robert Craft to the recording and 

commented on problems in that performance. Craft wrote in his diary entry of 5 July 

1950: 

  
As I also intend to perform the Septet-Suite, Opus 29, he [Schoenberg] proposes that we 
listen to a recording of the work made in Paris at the time of the premiere. The fact that 
he conducted the performance does not stay him from censuring it briefly during nearly 
every page-turn in the score, and at length during each pause to change the record side…  
And afterwards, in spite of his criticisms, he gives me the records to copy, which is very 

                                                 
6 Jackson's metronome values seem inaccurate: in m. 1 of the Gigue he claims that the tempo in m. 1 is � � = 

92 (see his Table 7 on page 61) while it is in fact slower (more around � � = 72), and in m. 23 he claims that 

the tempo in m. 1 is � � = 63 although the tempo is more or less the same as in m. 1, perhaps slightly faster. 
7�Jackson, 'Schoenberg as performer of his own music', 49. 
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like I.S. [Igor Stravinsky], who will also play acetates of his radio broadcasts and lend 
them out to prospective performers.8 

 
There might be several reasons for Schoenberg’s criticism of his performance. A 

performer criticizing his première is not something uncommon; however, this piece has a 

special place in Schoenberg’s history. Leonard Stein, who edited Schoenberg's Structural 

Functions of Harmony, noted that 'Nietzsche established a contrast between the 

Apollonian mind which aims for proportion, moderation, order and harmony and its 

contrast, the Dionysian which is passionate, intoxicated, dynamic, expansive, creative, 

and even, destructive'.9 Schoenberg himself related his developments in Suite, Op. 29 to 

his Apollonian passion for order. Around 1950, looking back at his creative life, he wrote:  

 
My technique and style have not been developed by a conscious procedure. Reviewing 
this development today, it seems to me that I have moved in many roundabout ways, 
sometimes advancing slowly, sometimes speedily, sometimes even falling back several 
steps. The most decisive steps forward occurred in the Two Songs, Op. 12, and the Three 
Piano Pieces, Op. 11. Next to them comes the Suite for Piano, Op. 25. Then comes a turn 
– perhaps you would call it to the Apollonian side – in the Suite for seven instruments, 
Op. 29.10  
 

In the Suite he was developing the twelve-tone method in a manner aiming to control 

large-scale musical writing. Haimo wrote that in the Wind Quintet, Op. 26, and the Suite, 

Op. 29 ‘Schoenberg learned how to make the structure of the set participate at all levels 

of the form-building process… Schoenberg’s treatment of twelve-tone form remains the 

major success of this period, a testament to the scope and courage of his vision’ .11 

Schoenberg regarded the function of the twelve-tone method to be significant also in 

small-scale musical occurrences. This is revealed from the following letter. On 3 March 

1939 Schoenberg wrote to Louis Krasner, who performed the première of the Violin 

Concerto: 'You know [that] this work is composed in the technique of 12 tones. And here 

                                                 
8�Igor Stravinsky and Robert Craft, Themes and Episodes (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1967), 167. 
9�Schoenberg, Structural Functions of Harmony, 192n. 
10�SI, ‘My technique and style’ , 110.  
11�Haimo, Schoenberg’s Serial Odyssey, 134. 
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you cannot change a tone, nor add, but also not omit one. This means: in case something 

would be too difficult, only the composer could make a change – nobody else!'12 There 

are two main types of annotations in Schoenberg's conducting score of the Suite: 

annotations which aim to aid the conducting of complicated rhythms, and corrections of 

mistakes. The conducting score shows that the first edition of the Suite is full of 

mistakes.13 Schoenberg was constantly occupied during the rehearsals with correcting 

wrong pitches in relation to the pre-compositional rows. 

 This piece is also demanding in aspects other than pitch. In the preface 

Schoenberg instructs the performers to pay attention to details concerning articulation 

(and different combinations of them) and means of sound production such as col legno. 

All these minute indications demand that the performer will be constantly occupied with 

the score. As discerned earlier, Schoenberg was (in general) against memorized 

performances since he believed that the performer should constantly seek further musical 

ideas in the score while performing (see chapter 3). His meticulous notation can be seen 

as one way of achieving this.  

 The extraordinary flexibility of rhythm, which is notated with common means, 

creates a situation where a conductor is needed to coordinate the different players, who 

often play in a polyrhythmic manner. The complicated polyrhythmic style of this Suite 

was a challenge for Schoenberg's conducting as well as for his performers. We can see 

this from the following annotations, which were meant to help him in this regard (see 

Exx. 1a and 1b). On many pages of the conducting score he marked a line with purple 

pencil in the middle of the measures in order to divide the notes of the different 

                                                 
12�ASC, Satellite collection Louis Krasner. 
13�At page 5 of the score, Schoenberg wrote: 'Fehler in den Stimmen' (mistakes in the parts) with a red 
pencil (The p annotation in the first movement at m. 202 that was first annotated as pp with a purple pencil 
(latter erased). This might mean the annotations in red pencil came after those in purple); he used the same 
pencil to correct mistakes of pitch, rhythm, accent, manner of sound production such as arco/pizz, and a 
forgotten change of clef (see appendix 3 for a list of annotations in the conducting score). 
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polyrhythmic voices into the two parts of the 6/8 time signature (see Ex. 5.1b). In order to 

control the difficult rhythms, he added the beat numbers in several measures (see Ex. 

5.1a). He used similar marking for the division of the 6/8 beat into two groups (see Ex. 

5.1b). Schoenberg's occupation with complicated, simultaneous rhythmic structures is 

also revealed in the fourth movement, the Gigue, in m. 55. Note the uses of sf in the 

clarinet piccolo and clarinet in the autograph manuscript (see Ex. 5.2a). In the first edition 

 

 

Ex. 5.1a: Suite, Op. 29, annotations for  complicated rhythms in first movement, mm. 26-27 
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Ex. 5.1b: Suite, Op. 29, annotations for  complicated rhythms in first movement, mm. 138-140 

 

Ex. 5.2a: Suite, Op. 29, autograph manuscr ipt, fourth movement, m. 55 

 

one can find an additional sf under the 13th semiquaver of the clarinet piccolo while the sf 

of the 12th semiquaver moves to the 11th semiquaver (see Ex. 5.2b). This creates a 

simultaneous sf in clarinet piccolo and clarinet on the 13th semiquaver. He apparently did 

not like it (since it reduces the independency of the voices or because it is very difficult to 

play a sf at this tempo on an untongued note14) and crossed out the sf of the 13th 

semiquaver of the clarinet and annotated a new one a semiquaver earlier in his conducting 

score (see Ex. 5.2b).        

 

                                                 
14�I would like to thank Paul Banks for his comment on this issue. 



 � � �

Ex. 5.2b: Suite, Op. 29, conducting score (B1), fourth movement, m. 55 

 

The conducting score reveals that in several places he changed the balance 

between the instruments by indicating Hauptstimmen signs (see Ex. 5.3 mm. 140-142 of 

the second movement). This indicates that as a conductor of this première, he was 

occupied both with minute details concerning each instrument, but also with the relations 

between the instruments from a wider perspective. 

 

 

Ex. 5.3 Suite, Op. 29, mm. 140-142 of the second movement 

 

Schoenberg's tempos in the recording are slower than indicated in the score - a 

phenomenon which in 1926 he claimed to be not unusual when conducting his music for 

the first time.15 The fact that this is the première of one of the first large-scale twelve-tone 

compositions should not be underestimated. The complicated performance may have 

                                                 
15�SI, 'Mechanical Musical Instruments', 326-327. 
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forced him to slow down the tempos. To a group of contemporary music performers in 

the twenty-first century this score would perhaps be easier than for Schoenberg's 

performers in the 1927 première. Except for Steuermann, who knew Schoenberg's 

musical style and its difficulties very well, the other six performers were new to it. Note 

that he occasionally indicated cues for different players in the score (see Ex. 5.4 for some 

cues for the viola and violin players in mm. 21-23). Indeed, the complicated rhythms 

demanded it in the context of new performers. 

 

 

Ex. 5.4: Suite, Op. 29, cues in first movement, mm. 21-23      
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References to popular dance music 

Schoenberg wrote in 1950: 'I met Gertrud for the first time on New Year's Eve 1923/24 at 

a gathering at my house. Over the following six months I saw her at the most five or six 

times. I met her again on 12 July 1924, and on 13 July we became engaged'.16 Gertrud 

and Schoenberg were married on 28 August 1924. The Suite originally had programmatic 

references to both of them. Josef Auner pointed out that the titles of the movements of the 

Suite were originally: 'Jo-Jo Foxtrott' (short for the Jolly-Joker), 'Fl. Kschw. Walzer' 

(Fräulein Gertrud Kolisch), 'Film Dva' (film diva), and 'Tenn Ski' (tennis and skiing).17 

Other planned titles for other movements or sections were '(Satz) 6/8 leicht, elegant, flott, 

Bluff', 'AS Adagio' (Arnold Schoenberg Adagio), 'JseB Muartsch Var' (Johann Sebastian 

Bach March [?] Variations) (see Fig. 5.1).18 One commentator wrote that if the Suite, Op. 

29 'is properly played, the first movement does display a "light, elegant, gay, bluffing" 

character'.19 Ethan Haimo analyzed the piece and showed that the ‘Suite … is one of 

Schoenberg’s most playful compositions, filled with light-hearted references to popular 

and folk music’ .20  

Schoenberg's relation to popular music was a complicated one: on the one hand, 

he was a friend of Gershwin, whom he considered a genius of this type of music. In 1934 

he admitted: ‘ I do not see why, when other people are entertained, I too should not 

sometimes be entertained; I know indeed that I really ought at every single moment to 

behave like my own monument; but it would be hypocritical of me to conceal the fact that 
                                                 

16� Gertrud Kolisch (1898-1967) was the sister of the violinist Rudolf Kolisch. Nuria Schoenberg-Nono 
(ed.), Arnold Schönberg 1874-1951: Lebensgeschichte in Begegnungen (Klangenfurth: Ritter, 1992), 
Biographical note from 1950.  
17�SR, 184-5. See also Leonard Stein, 'From Inception to Realization in the Sketches of Schoenberg', in 
Bericht über den 1. Kongress der Internationalen Schönberg-Gesellschaft, Wien: 4-9 Juni, 1974 (Vienna: 
Verlag Elizabeth Lafite, 1978), 225-227. 
18�Preface (not by Schoenberg) to the score: Schoenberg, Suite, Op. 29, Wien, London: Universal Edition, 
U. E. 8685, Philharmonia No. 603. See Mfl 1186 (Fig. 5.1) and Sketchbook V, 115. 
19�Preface to Suite, Op. 29, Philharmonia No. 603. 
20�Haimo, Schoenberg’s Serial Odyssey, 127.  
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Fig. 5.1: Suite, Op. 29, excerpt from the manuscr ipt page Mfl 1186 which contains ear ly 
sketches of the beginning of the first movement, and unused thematic sketches of Erzte[?] 
Adagio, Walzer  and Foxtrot.  
 

I occasionally step down from my pedestal and enjoy light music’ .21 In 1946 he wrote: 

‘ there are a few composers, like Offenbach, Johann Strauss and Gershwin, whose feelings 

actually coincide with those of the ‘average man in the street’ . To them it is no 

masquerade to express popular feelings in popular terms’ .22 In the same year he wrote: 

‘ listening to popular American music, one is often surprised at what these composers 

venture with respect to traditional standards’ .23 On the other hand, as early as 1922 he 

declared that if ‘something is art, then it will not be understood by the broad mass’ .24 He 

considered popular music’s influence harmful on the performance of art-music (in chapter 

3, one can see that he severely criticised Koussevitzki's and Toscanini's 'mechanic-like' 

way of conducting tempo, which he believed to have originated from popular dance 

music). In 1946 he claimed that popular music ‘speaks to the unsophisticated, to people 

who love the beauty of music but are not inclined to strengthen their minds’ .25  

                                                 
21�SI, ‘Folk-music and nationalism’, 178. 
22�Ibid., ‘New music, outmoded music, style and idea’ , 124. See also Ibid., ‘Theory and composition’ , 268. 
23�Ibid., ‘Criteria for the evaluation of music’ , 134. 
24 Ibid., ‘About ornaments, primitive rhythms, etc., and bird song’ , 298.� 
25�Ibid., ‘Criteria for the evaluation of music’ , 134. 
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Apart from autobiographical issues, Schoenberg reference to dance music is 

tightly connected with contemporary aesthetic problems. I mentioned in chapter 3 that 

Schoenberg's opera Von heute auf morgen was written in the 'Zeitoper' (topical opera) 

genre, which emphasized popular music (among other things).  Schoenberg used this 

genre in order to challenge it.26 Also Glenn Watkins claims that this piece is a ‘stinging 

satire against the use of popular materials’  and that the title ‘suggests the fickleness of 

taste, which changes “ from today to tomorrow” ’ .27 I argue that a similar thing happened 

in the Suite. In 1937 Schoenberg confessed: 

It was frightening to such an extent that even among some of my pupils an uncertainty 
appeared and some of them turned to the new fashions of composing… It was the first 
time in my career that I lost, for a short time, my influence on youth. This took place 
between 1922 and 1930, and during this time almost every year a new kind of music was 
created and that of the proceeding year collapsed. It started with the European musicians 
imitating American jazz. Then followed ‘Machine Music’  and ‘New Objectivity’  (Neue 
Sachlichkeit) and ‘Music for Every Day Use’  (Gebrauchmusik) and ‘Play Music’  and 
‘Game Music’  (Spielmusik) and finally ‘Neo-classicism’ .28 
  

Moreover, one should not forget that the composition of the Suite, Op. 29 and its 

première occurred after the Great War between Germany and France. Watkins claimed 

that Henri Collet’s ‘ reference to the Russian Five in proclaiming a French Six was 

fundamental to [Jean] Cocteau’s chauvinistic pronouncements, which called for the 

elimination of foreign and especially German elements and the subscription of themes 

from everyday life. Toward this end the composer was encouraged to turn to the music 

hall, the circus, and jazz in order to emphasize directness, brevity, and a certain sec 

quality’ .29 Schoenberg was personally acquainted with Darius Milhaud and Francis 

Poulenc (who visited him in his house in Mödling) and was aware of their musical 

achievements. As can be seen from Schoenberg’s confession, Neo-classicism was also a 

threat from him. Watkins claims that    

                                                 
26 Auner in SR, 219.  
27�Watkins, Soundings, 302. 
28� SI, ‘How one becomes lonely’ , 52. See also Ibid., ‘The young and I’ , 92-94. 
29 Watkins, Soundings,�269. See also Ibid., 339. 
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the anti-German tone of much of Stravinsky’s polemical writings of the 1920s was surely 
strong enough to have given offense. Schoenberg, sensing his own artistic heritage, saw 
no possibility in a return to anything, only a responsibility to forward the legacy and 
maintain the continuing superiority of German art music… It may be concluded that 
Schoenberg did not view himself as a Neoclassicist during the 1920s and 1930s largely 
because of his sense of belonging to part of a grand tradition that he was in no sense 
reviving but whose continuity he was insuring.30  
 

Indeed, what Watkins writes about Schoenberg’s Drei Satiren, Op. 28 is also relevant for 

the Suite, Op. 29: the use of old material was not ‘a surprise revelation of a “back to…” 

mentality but rather … a demonstration that the new twelve-tone method was not only the 

logical next step following the collapse of an outworn tonality but one that was 

compatible with classic techniques’ .31 Schoenberg criticized contemporary composition 

for using popular music idioms in more than one composition from the 1920s (for 

example, Drei Satiren, Op. 28, from 1925-26).32 Writing about Schoenberg’s use of the 

folk theme ‘Ännchen von Tharau’  in the third movement of the Suite, Haimo claimed that 

‘ [f]itting a tonal theme into a twelve-tone composition may seen somewhat anomalous… 

But Schoenberg is not serious: this is but one of many playful, or tongue-in-cheek 

references in this composition’ .33 Schoenberg’s use of the twelve-tone method was a way 

of securing the notion of a continuing German hegemony, yet he challenged 

contemporary musical ‘ fashions’  by using ‘ tongue-in-cheek’  references to popular dance 

music in the context of the twelve-tone language.  

 

Inexpressivity in performance 

The aesthetics of Neoclassicism and the French New Simplicity were strongly present in 

Paris due to Stravinsky, Poulenc, Milhaud and other figures. When Schoenberg 

conducted in this city he knew that such leading figures of contemporary music might 

                                                 
30�Ibid. 326-327, 335. 
31�Watkins, Soundings, 339. 
32�See an English translation to the preface of this composition in Reich, Schoenberg, 153-154.   
33�Haimo, Schoenberg’s Serial Odyssey, 131. 
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even be sitting in the audience. I mentioned in chapter 3 that inexpressivity in 

performance was an integral part of the Neue Sachlichkeit aesthetics. I will claim that 

Schoenberg’s conducting in the recording of the Suite is inexpressive and that this was 

part of the parody aimed against the contemporary composers mentioned above.  

In order to show that Schoenberg's conducting was relatively inexpressive I will 

embark on a comparison of his interpretation with those by Pierre Boulez34, David 

Atherton35 and Robert Craft.36 I have chosen these recordings from the following reasons: 

Atherton is referred to by Ronald Jackson, Boulez is always an interesting case study to 

which I also refer in other chapters, and Craft was instructed by Schoenberg on how to 

conduct this piece (there are also two earlier recordings with him conducting). These 

interpretations will not be the main focal point; indeed, I could have used other recordings 

to support my arguments. Many of the comments in this section are subjective, yet 

‘ inexpressive’  is also measured by the degree that the different performances adhere or 

deviate from the score.   

The sound fidelity of Schoenberg's recording is poor and one should remember 

that the way one experiences the interpretation is likely to be affected by this fact. For 

example, in mm. 76-82 of the second movement, Schoenberg instructs to play Stschl (col 

legno), yet one cannot hear the violin and viola hitting the strings with the back of the 

bow (Sound ex. 5.1; CD-07). In more recent recordings this is clearly audible (hear for 

example Robert Craft's recording in Sound ex. 5.2; CD-08). This may be due to the 

                                                 
34� Ensemble InterContemporain (Michel Arrignon, clarinet; Alain Damiens, clarinet; Guy Arnaud, bass 
clarinet; Maryvonne Le Dizès-Richard, violin; Jean Sulem, viola; Pierre Strauch, violoncello; Cristian 
Petrescu, piano); Pierre Boulez, conductor (recorded: IRCAM, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris, France, 14 
June 1982) Sony Classical SMK 48465 stereo ?DD (1993) CD. 
35� London Sinfonietta members (Antony Pay, E-flat clarinet; Gervase de Peyer, clarinet; Roger Fallows, 
bass clarinet; Nona Liddell, violin; Donald McVay, viola; Jennifer Ward Clarke, violoncello; John 
Constable, piano); David Atherton, conductor (recorded: Petersham, England, 17 October 1973 - 6 May 
1974) Decca 433 083-2 DM stereo ADD (1992) CD. 
36� 20th-Century Classics Ensemble (Charles Neidich, E-flat clarinet; Alan Kaye, clarinet; Michael 
Lowenstern, bass clarinet; Rolf Schulte, violin; Toby Appel, viola; Fred Sherry, violoncello; Christopher 
Oldfather, piano); Robert Craft, conductor (recorded: Master Sound Astoria Studios, Astoria, NY, February 
1995) Koch International Classics 3-7334-2 H1 stereo DDD (1997) CD. 
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quality of Schoenberg's recording where the microphones did not capture these quiet 

sounds. 

          

 



 � � �

 

Ex. 5.5: Suite, Op. 29, Waltz in First movement, mm. 68-90 

 

In the first movement, the Ouverture, a slow Waltz section occurs  at  mm.  68-90, 

and is notated to be performed 'Langsamer (�  = 132)';  yet  Schoenberg  starts  to  conduct  

this section at �  = 100, while Boulez starts to conduct the same place at �  = 84. When one 

compares the tempo fluctuations in both recordings one realizes that those of Boulez are 

far more varied than Schoenberg’s. Boulez starts to slow down already at m. 74 when the 

only notated instruction concerning tempo occurs two measures later (see Ex. 5.5). 

Schoenberg, on the other hand, performs his tempo fluctuations exactly as he notated 

them in the published edition (Sound ex. 5.3; CD-09 of mm. 68-90 and see Ex. 5.5). 

Boulez's tempo fluctuations make his performance of the Waltz sound sentimental and 

sweeter than do those in the performance with Schoenberg (Sound ex. 5.4; CD-10).  

This also affected the playing of the viola in both recordings. In Schoenberg's 

performance there is a tendency to shorten the notes, while in the performance of Boulez 

the tendency is towards the opposite: notes are played for their full length, and there is no 

sparing of legato. Schoenberg's viola player shortens the c'' of m. 70, which is notated 
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with a legato slur, and ignores the tenuto sign of the same pitch in m. 73. The viola player 

in Schoenberg's recording performs with very little vibrato compared to the one in 

Boulez's recording. The expression in these two cases is different: once again, 

Schoenberg's Waltz is somewhat serious and dry, whereas that of Boulez sounds 

nostalgic and sentimental. The fact that the viola player deviates from the score is 

probably due to the fast tempo of Schoenberg's conducting. This shows that deviation 

from the score does not always signify 'expressivity'.37 The following demonstrates that 

the deviation in Schoenberg's recording was not systematic as in the recording of Boulez. 

One finds the Waltz returning at m. 202, this time with the clarinet playing the tune. The 

tempo indication is 'Viel langsamer (wie Takt 68)' (much slower (as in m. 68)).38 Boulez's 

performance is quite consistent in that he performs in the same tempo as he did in m.  68.  

In this sense, he obeys Schoenberg's notated instructions (Sound ex. 5.5; CD-11 and see 

Ex. 5.6). In Schoenberg's performance, surprisingly, one finds that he does not at all keep 

the tempo proportions that he himself asks   for   in   the  score. If at  m.  68  he conducted     

at �  = 100, at m. 202 he  conducts  �  =  80  (Sound   ex.  5.6; CD-12).  Because the tempo 

is significantly slower this time, the clarinet player has no problem playing legato, and he 

sustains fully the a'' flat with the tenuto in m. 205 (unlike the viola player at this parallel 

place in  m.  73). This shows that the score deviations of the viola player where probably 

not an attempt to be expressive, but  a  result  of  Schoenberg  fast  tempo  while 

                                                 
37�As mentioned in chapter 4 Schoenberg’s conducting at the beginning of the recording of Verklärte Nacht 
is another example of this case. 
38�See Schoenberg's correction in the conducting score in Ex. 5.6. 
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Ex. 5.6: Suite, Op. 29, First movement, mm. 202-220 

 

conducting. Although the starting tempo is quite similar now (compared to Boulez), there 

is something consistent in the recordings  of  these Waltzes: also here Boulez slows down 
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the tempo several measures before indicated in the score, while Schoenberg’s tempo 

fluctuations adhere strictly to what he indicated in the score. Moreover, Boulez's ritenuto 

is much greater than that of Schoenberg’s. As a result, and despite the similar starting 

tempos, Schoenberg's Waltz still sounds less expressive than that of Boulez's.39  

A further example of how Schoenberg's performance is relatively inexpressive can 

be heard in the second variation (mm. 64-102) of the third movement. If we compare 

Schoenberg's performance, where Steuermann performs the piano part, we can hear a 

relatively dry performance of the score – he played exactly what is written in the score 

(Sound ex. 5.7; CD-13).40 David Atherton's pianist from the London Sinfonietta performs 

this variation more expressively; one can hear rubato in the small scale, as well as a 

climax of expressivity towards the end of the variations (Sound ex. 5.8; CD-14). 

Atherton's performance sounds more expressive in tempo fluctuations and dynamics, in 

the differentiation of the various voices in the piano, and above all in the existence of a 

large-scale narrative. These differences between the performances exists not only in the 

second variation where the piano has a solo but also in places where other members of the 

ensemble play. An example can be heard at mm. 167-180 at the end of the movement 

(Sound ex. 5.9; CD-15 for Schoenberg's performance and Sound ex. 5.10; CD-16 for that 

of Atherton). 

In mm. 37-43 of the first movement Schoenberg conducts in a relatively fast 

speed (Sound ex. 5.11; CD-17), which makes the music sound rushed, while in the same 

passage the slower conducting of Atherton produces a floating, far more expressive effect 
                                                 

39�It is likely that this is a result of the fact that Schoenberg's recording is of the première and he had not yet 
reached the required experience to deal with this kind of large-scale nuance. A year before the recording 
was made he claimed that first performances must be taken much slower than normal. He explained: 'At 
first performances of works whose ideas are not superficial, correct tempi can, for the most part, not be 
taken at all, because this would make everything too hard to understand, and too unusual'. SI, 'Mechanical 
Musical Instruments' (1926), 327. It is probable that one is evident here of a real-time decision during 
performance where Schoenberg started conducting m. 68 at a tempo which he perceived in retrospect as too 
fast; he therefore decided in m. 202 to conduct in a slower tempo. 
40�Note the delay before m. 70 in Steuermann's playing which seems to suggest that he was not prepared, or 
that there was some other technical difficulty at the performance. 
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(Sound ex. 5.12; CD-18). The following measures in the score are also very different 

when comparing the two recordings. The piano which starts a short solo in the middle of 

m. 46 is instructed to play 'Wieder breit, wie vorher' (Again broad, as before); the pianist 

in Atherton's recording interprets this very seriously (Sound ex. 5.13; CD-19 of mm. 44-

50) while Steuermann in Schoenberg's recording again rushes through (Sound ex. 5.14; 

CD-20). The same passage (mm. 149-161) with different orchestration is consistent with 

regard to the difference between the recordings (Sound ex. 5.15; CD-21 of Schoenberg's 

performance and Sound ex. 5.16; CD-22 for that of Atherton). 

It is tricky to compare recordings from different parts of the twentieth century as I 

did in this chapter (for a discussion see chapter 9). In the first part of the century 

performances were usually faster than later on. Nevertheless, a comparison of 

Schoenberg’s expressivity in this piece with those of Verklärte Nacht (see chapter 4) and 

Pierrot lunaire (see chapters 6, 7 and 8) shows that his conducting in the Suite was 

indeed inexpressive also with regard to his own practice. 

 

Conclusion 

In this early twelve-tone composition, Schoenberg was occupied with the presentation of 

his ideas in the score, overcoming the considerable difficulty of communicating such a 

rhythmically and tonally complicated score, and adjusting the score as a result of hearing 

the performance balance. The presence of a majority of performers that were not from his 

circle was a further challenge. These factors surely contributed to the fact that 

Schoenberg’s performance is relatively inexpressive compared to the other recordings 

mentioned in this chapter.  

Yet these reasons are not sufficient for explaining why Schoenberg conducted the 

easier parts (for example mm. 68-79, see Ex. 5.5) in this manner. They also do not clarify 
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the great gap between his conducting in this piece compared to that in his recording of 

Verklärte Nacht (see chapter 4) with regard to expressivity. Indeed, annotations 

concerning tempo fluctuations are rare in the Suite’s conducting score (especially 

compared to the conducting scores of Verklärte Nacht and Pierrot lunaire). Moreover, 

given the aesthetic challenges that Schoenberg faced between 1922 and 1930 (as 

mentioned in his confession above) and the fact that the première occurred in the city that 

was a centre for such developments, it is reasonable to suggest that aesthetics matters 

influenced his conducting. Schoenberg challenged the aforementioned contemporary 

developments by presenting references to popular dance music in a context of the twelve-

tone method (note the nature of the press reviews that focused on the composition rather 

than on the performance), and the parody (that was acknowledged above by Haimo) was 

significantly intensified by conducting in an inexpressive manner. In other words, 

conducting the Suite, Op. 29 as 'primitive popular music' (to use Schoenberg's term), 

sharpens the satire, which was directed towards Stravinsky, Milhaud, Poulenc and other 

leaders of contemporary music. 


