Notes on Berg Sonata for Madeleine’s performance of the Sonata
(see files upstairs) TO BE WRITTEN UP FOR LECTURE COMMENTS

Title: Alban Berg’s Piano Sonata, Opus 1: A Landmark in Early Twentieth-Century
Avant-Garde Music
Time for reading ?

BACKGROUND
b. 1885 d.1935, Dec. 23 (age 50). Planned opera on Mozart unfulfilled (Wozzeck and
Lulu—Iatter also incomplete)

Piano Sonata Opus 1, composed 1908, published 1926. Publication date (UE and
Schoenberg. C. f. Webern)

Janet Schmalfeldt’s insightful essay in Morgan & Gable collection: Alban Berg:
Historical and Analytical Perspectives, Oxford 1991 is the only in-depth study of the
Sonata. Her article is entitled “Berg’s Path to Atonality: The Piano Sonata, Op. 1.”

Dave Headlam. The Music of Alban Berg. New Haven & London, Yale University Press,
1996: 13-14.

... the Piano Sonata, which features a high degree of motivic economy and complex
motivic transformations. The harmonic language of the Sonata, although tonal, features
extensive use of whole-tone collectgions and ‘quartal’ (interval 5-based) chords. Used
sparingly in Berg’s early songs, these elements are common in the music of his
immediate predecessors and contemporaries, as described by Schoenberg in his Theory of
Harmony (1983; first published in 1911), .

Comment on the quotation: For some reésonZ/Headlam does not mention
Schoenberg’s quotation of the Berg chord from “Warm die Liifte” (1909): Citation and
piano performance.

Douglas Jarman, The Music of Alban Berg. Music Library copy.
Whereabouts of ms. unknown, according to Douglas Jarman
Fibonacci proportions? Lendvai

Schoenberg and Berg (opera)

Citation of Berg chord in Schoenberg’s Harmonielehre (1911)

From Berg’s Op. 2/4 (“Warm die Liifte”) PLAY

Main features:

Tonality: Key? B minor (key signature) Opening theme. PLAY
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Form (themes) Sonata form, but many thematic intersections,
which obscure the traditional classical form. PLAY opening of “development”

Motives, thematic development
Different tempo for each theme
Development

Sonata form in Wozzeck

Interval qualities:
Wt and aug. triads (ambiguities) (cite passages in the Sonata)
Predilections

Douglas Jarman, George Perle (operas and Lyric Suite)

Close of paper: Numerology—Schoenberg and Webern, the number 13. 23 was Berg’s
fateful number (Dec. 23). He died on that day in 1935, just as Schoenberg died July 13,
1951. Webern was killed in Mittersill Sept. 15, 1945.

Where does this occur? Cite Lendvai here—too digressive?

Berg’s influence
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Notes on Berg Sonata for Madeleine’s performance of the Sonata
(see files upstairs)

Title: Alban Berg’s Piano Sonata, Opus 1: A Landmark in Early Twentieth-Century
Avant-Garde Music

1885-1935 (age 50). Planned opera on Mozart unfulfilled (Wozzeck and Lulu)

Piano Sonata Opus 1, composed 1908, published 1926.

Janet Schmalfeldt’s insightful essay in Morgan & Gable collection: Alban Berg:
Historical and Analytical Perspectives, Oxford 1991 is the only in-depth study of the
Sonata.

Dave Headlam’s book on Berg? The Music of Alban Berg ~ ‘s e -\ Ll ’?
Douglas Jarman, The Music of Alban Berg = vn vewq Q0pwnre @ )

Whereabouts of ms. unknown, according to Douglas Jarman

Schoenberg and Berg (opera)

Citation of Berg chord in Schoenberg’s Harmonielehre (1911)
From Berg’s Op. 2/4 (“Warm die Liifte”)

Main features:

Form (themes) Sonata form, but many thematic intersections,
which obscure the traditional classical form

Motives, thematic development

Different tempo for each theme

Development

Sonata form in Wozzeck

Interval qualities:
Wt and aug. triads (ambiguities) (cite passages in the Sonata)
Predilections

Douglas Jarman, George Perle (operas and Lyric Suite)

Close: Numerology—-23 Berg’s fateful number (Dec. 23) Qtecd &
Berg’s influence



Filename: C:\Berg-Op1-Lecture
Backup on 3x5 diskette

Notes on Berg Sonata for Madeleine’s performance of the Sonata
TO BE WRITTEN UP FOR LECTURE COMMENTS

. The title of my talk is: “Alban Berg’s Piano Sonata, Opus 1: A Landmark in Early Twentieth-
Century Avant-Garde Music.”

[ would like to begin with some basic background information related to the Sonata. First, on
Berg himself. Born in 1885, he died prematurely in .1935, Dec. 2% at the age of 50, leaving a
legacy of major 20" century works.. His planned opera on Mozart therefore remained unfulfilled,
as did his opera, Lulu. which is often performed with completion of Act IIIby Friedrich Cerha in
1979, based upon Berg’s sketches. /

Piano Sonata Opus 1, composed 1908, published 1926. Publication date (UE and Schoenberg.
C. f. Webern) Why is this music important? Two reasons: (1) It is a virtuoso piano work from the
early 20" c. and a major item in that repertoire; (2) It is a

Janet Schmalfeldt’s insightful essay in Morgan & Gable collection: Alban Berg: Historical and
Analytical Perspectives, Oxford 1991 is the only in-depth study of the Sonata, as far as [ know.
Her article is entitled “Berg’s Path to Atonality: The Piano Scnata, Op. 1.”

Foretaste of Wozzeck in the Sonata: the Wir arme Leut’ theme

Dave Headlam. The Music of Alban Berg. New Haven & London, Yale University Press, 1996:
13-14. QUOTE

... the Piano Sonata, which features a high degree of motivic economy and complex motivic
transformations. The harmonic language of the Sonata, although tonal, features extensive use of
whole-tone collections and ‘quartal’ (interval 5-based) chords. Used sparingly in Berg’s early
songs, these elements are common in the music of his immediate predecessors and
contemporaries, as described by Schoenberg in his Theory of Harmony (1983; first published in
1911). We are familiar with the whole-tone component, as exemplified in Debussy’s famous
“Voiles*“(sails).

Comment on the Headlam quotation: For some reason, Headlam does not mention
Schoenberg’s quotation of the Berg chord from “Warm die Liifte” (1909): Citation and piano

performance.

Douglas Jarman, The Music of Alban Berg. Need Music Library copy.?

Whereabouts of ms. unknown, according to Douglas Jarman

Schoenberg and Berg (opera issue—Schoenberg discouraged Berg from Wozzeck (unsuitable

libretto). S. consistently competed with his most prominent students. But: Citation of Berg chord
in Schoenberg’s Harmonielehre (1911) From Berg’s Op. 2/4 (“Warm die Liifte””) PLAY



Main features:

Tonality: Key? B minor (key signature) Opening theme. PLAY
The issue of tonality in Wozzeck. Berg’s 1929 radio talk on this opera (reproduced in
translation in Redlich’s Alban Berg: The Man and His Music (1957). In this talk (directed
to a lay audience) Berg states that the formal cohesion o¢the music is achieved QUOTE
“without the medium of tonality.” The same might be applied, with reservations, to the
Piano Sonata, many sections of which exceed the boundaries of traditional tonality.

Footnote: I have written about Berg’s concept of tonality in my article, “The Mask of
Tonality: Alban Berg’s Symphonic Epilogue to Wozzeck,” published in Morgan &
Gable, Alban Berg: Historical and Analytical Perspectives, Oxford, 1991, and in
“Tonality, Symbol, and Structural Levels in Berg’s Wozzeck,” The Musical Quarterly,
Vol. 66, No. 4, 1985.

The sonata form here is not unique in the works of Berg. Act I, sc. 1 of Wozzeck is
formally organized in traditional sonata form, although the music of course is atonal. My
article on Wozzeck (which includes pc set readings of motives associated with the
persona of the work) BEGIN HERE

Form (themes) Single movement in Sonata form, but many thematic intersections,
which obscure the traditional classical form. PLAY opening of “development”

Motives, thematic development

Different tempo for each theme PLAY

Development

Sonata form in Wozzeck. Berg’s radio talk in Redlich.g
Interval qualities:

Wt and aug. triads (ambiguities) (cite passages in the Sonata)
Predilections .

Douglas Jarman, ed. The Berg Companion. London: Macmillan Press Ltd. 1989.

Close of paper: Numerology—Schoenberg and Webern, the number 13. 23 was Berg’s fateful
number (Dec. 23). He died on that day in 1935, just as Schoenberg died July 13, 1951. Webern
had been killed in Mittersill Sept. 15, 1945.

Berg’s influence
No direct successors, but
Berg and Gershwin (my article) Evidence in Porgy and Bess
My other writings on Berg — see vitae



Old write-up
Alban Berg, Sonate, Op. 1

“I received your scores and was very happy to see the sonata again. It really is a very
beautiful and original piece.” Letter from Arnold Schoenberg to Alban Berg Jan. 13, 1912.

Schoenberg was not the only musician to recognize the special qualities of this work,
which attracted attention soon after its existence became known. It was performed many times
by the virtuoso Viennese pianist, Edward Steuermann, a proponent of modern music and
member of the Schoenberg Circle. Remarkably, however, the work was not published until 1926
after Berg had become internationally famous through his first opera, Wozzeck.

The work dates from 1908, when its composer was 23 years old and still a student of
Schoenberg. Among a number of fragments, it was the only piano music Berg actually
completed; his high regard for this music is clearly represented by the assignment to it of his first
opus number. In his correspondence with his wife, Helene, he often referred to it—sometimes
with the modest qualifier, “old sonata.”

Partaking both of the world of traditional tonality as well as of the new atonal terrain
being explored by Schoenberg in his contemporaneous song-cycle, the George Lieder, Op.15
(1908-1909), Berg’s Sonate remains a timeless work of great expressive power, depth, and
pianistic beauty, one that requires of the performer technical skill and musical sensitivity of the
highest order.

Although the tonality of B minor (after the Liszt Sonata?) is specified by the key
signature and confirmed by the first and final cadences, the ever-changing harmonic colors
projected by the complex linearity of the music occupy the foreground, with long sections of
unrelenting tension, relieved by clear changes of thematic content—for instance, the entrance of
the second theme in the exposition—changes that are accompanied by distinctive rhythms and
contours, and marked by new tempi and dynamics.

As the title of the work suggests, the large-scale form of Berg’s Sonate is that of the
traditional first-movement sonata: First, Second and Closing Theme areas are clearly defined by
rhythm, dynamics, and melodic contour, as are development section and reprise. (One thinks of
the Brahms Sonata, which Berg would certainly have known.) The conceptual originality, to
which Schoenberg refers in his letter, engages several dimensions, including phrase structures
whose lengths are irregular (compared to those of the sonata in the classic and romantic eras),
elaborate rhythmic patterns, but, above all, harmonies, which (to oversimplify) consist of a
mixture of atonal sonorities and more familiar sounds relateable to whole-tone scales, often
producing an ineffable sonorous panorama.

Of considerable historical significance is the relation of the basic harmonic vocabulary of
the Sonate to the work many would regard as his masterpiece, the opera Wozzeck (Opus 7), the
composition of which began in 1917, some nine years after his Opus 1. The primary clue to this
connection is given at the very beginning of the Sonate, where the first chord is of the same type
he assigned to the persona of Marie in Wozzeck. Indeed, the harmonic vocabulary we hear in the
Sonate is closely related to that of his later music, confirming a continuity of creative thought
that was tragically terminated by Berg’s death in 1935.

>

Allen IForte
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