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INTRODUCTION 

  

Alban Berg is often considered the least strict, least systematic, and most 

conservative, even backward-looking composer of the Second Viennese School in the 

early 1900s. In fact, a feature of Berg’s musical artistry was the slow and the hesitant 

manner in which he gave forms to his more modern creative ideas. Not only, though, 

does his work (particularly his operas) reflect the ideas of late-Romantic composers 

including Mahler and Wagner, but at the same time, the contemporary atonal style 

adopted by his teacher, Arnold Schoenberg, as well as by Schoenberg’s other pupil, 

Anton Webern. By combining various romantic and modern elements in his first opera, 

Wozzeck, composed between the years 1914 and 1922, Berg was able to modernize the 

original drama by German playwright Georg Büchner (and 20th-century opera as a 

whole), through the intensification of dramatic action and character development, 

supported by original musical ideas. This remarkable achievement, however, was not 

Berg’s original intention. In fact, as stated in his Pro Mundo – Pro Domo, a collection of 

Berg’s lectures and writings on his own music, he reveals that it was not in his agenda to 

“reform the art of opera” while composing Wozzeck. His musical philosophy for the play 

was as follows: 

Apart from the wish to make good music, to fulfill musically the 

intellectual content of Büchner’s immortal drama, and to translate his 

poetic language musically, from the moment when I decided to write the 

opera I had nothing in mind about a technique of composition, nothing in 

mind at all except to give the theater what belongs to the theater, that is, to 

create music that at every moment fulfills its duty to serve the drama (Berg 

2013: 216). 
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Though it was not his desire to change the status of post-Romantic opera, Berg clearly 

declares the importance of creating music that exists purely in support of the physical 

action—in other words, that forms an unbreakable bond with the storyline. But how 

exactly was Berg able to musically achieve this bond in the first opera featuring atonal 

elements ever created? 

I argue that Berg chose to relinquish the idea of using tonal harmony as a means 

of organizing his musical ideas, and instead relies primarily on leitmotif to fulfill his 

musical philosophy. Berg understood that a combination of atonal and tonal elements 

would best serve the storyline, and uses leitmotif to emphasize the physical actions and 

create cohesion within the opera in a more advanced way than was seen during the time 

of Wagner or even Debussy. This advance appears in multiple forms, primarily from the 

sheer volume and type, as well as manipulation of thematic material as the story 

progresses, symbolizing various plot twists and emotions, as well as each character’s 

changing mentality. This “freeing” of the Wagnerian leitmotif ultimately helped Berg 

create a sense of connectivity between scenes where Büchner had fallen short, leading to 

the success of the opera. In fact, other musically connective elements, primarily subtle 

hints of tonality and use of orchestral interludes, also exist in sole support of forming a 

connective thread from the physical action in one scene to the next. It is my conjecture 

that Berg composed the score in such a way that it could only reach its full musical 

potential in its coexistence with the visual and verbal action portrayed on the grand, 

operatic stage. 
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CHAPTER 1 

This thesis is comprised of three parts: the first of which starts by discussing the 

play, Woyzeck, in detail, including its popularity, the man the story is based on, and the 

groundbreaking nature of the plot. Then I will discuss Berg’s musical influences, 

primarily Schreker and Mahler, at the time he saw Büchner’s play. Berg modeled the 

more tonal sections of Wozzeck after several of Mahler’s late-Romantic compositions. 

Also, even though Berg took many notes from Wagner’s use of operatic leitmotif, he was 

more influenced by the way that his own teacher, Arnold Schoenberg, incorporated them 

into such pieces as Gurre-Lieder, his choral work completed in 1911, and his one-act 

melodrama Erwartung, Op. 17 (1909). This section also addresses their complex, 

intimate relationship, and nearly thirty-year correspondence. During the early 1900s, 

Berg devoted a great deal of time helping his teacher with both paid and unpaid musical 

and nonmusical tasks. Though Berg spent only six years under the tutelage of 

Schoenberg, their correspondence continued until Berg’s death in 1935. As was obvious 

from their letters, Schoenberg’s philosophy of “emancipating dissonance,” as he called it, 

had a direct impact on Berg’s compositional style, as can be seen in the majority of his 

works. As many sources also show, Berg often took the critiques of his teacher to heart, 

and would take on challenging projects (Wozzeck, for one) that he hoped might garner 

Schoenberg’s acclaim. 

The second portion will cover the idea of leitmotif and its transition from late-

Romantic opera to Wozzeck. I will discuss the melodic and rhythmic aspects that, in 

general, constitute a leitmotif, as well as how it is related to theme, motive, and pitch 
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organization. Berg uses this concept as a way to effectively replace tonality in the opera. 

Another topic to be explored is what convinced Berg to use leitmotif for the opera in the 

first place, and whether or not he was later satisfied with this decision. I will look at how 

leitmotifs, particularly Wozzeck’s and Marie’s, are organized and transformed 

throughout the opera to support their evolving roles in the story. The knife motif also 

plays a significant role in the second and third acts of the opera, and will be accounted for 

as both a foreshadowing, and in combination with both main characters’ themes as the 

play comes to a climax.  

The final portion of this paper will look at other unifying elements in the opera, 

and how they are used primarily as an aid to the story, particularly the less-than-subtle 

hints of tonality embedded in the score, and transitionary orchestral interludes. I will be 

looking specifically at one scene from each act: Act I, Scene 3 for the significance of 

Marie’s lullaby in F minor, Act II, Scene 1 for the prominent C major chord featured 

during a conversation between the two main characters, and lastly the interlude in D 

minor which leads the haunting final scene.  

 

The Groundbreaking Nature of the Storyline 

 Woyzeck was originally a play by German playwright Georg Büchner. It was 

never completed due to Buchner’s death in 1837, but was finished posthumously by other 

writers. Berg’s opera is known under a slightly different name, Wozzeck, due to the fact 

that the name was misread by one of the writers who undertook the task of revamping 

Büchner’s original manuscript (Jarman 1989: 8). When the play premiered in 1913, it 
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was extremely popular among German Expressionists, and many scholars have suggested 

that it is one of the most influential German plays of the 20th century. David G. Richards 

asserts the following: 

Büchner’s finest, most original and most revolutionary play was so far in 

advance of its own time, so far out of phase with the modes of drama 

which commanded the stage throughout most of the nineteenth century, 

that the history of its reception and influence may be said to begin with the 

regeneration of the German drama in the last decade of the nineteenth 

century (Richards 1977: 149). 

 

  Berg, having seen the premier of Büchner’s play in Vienna in 1914, desired to get 

to work on the opera score almost immediately, partly due to the fact that the storyline 

was so atypical for an operatic setting. Büchner based his play on the true story of a man 

who was part of lower class society, and gradually became a victim of that society. This 

would ultimately lead to him becoming a murderer, a type of plotline that had not been 

seen previously in opera.  

In 1821, fifteen years before Büchner began writing the play, a 41-year-old barber 

and ex-soldier named Johann Christian Woyzeck murdered his unfaithful mistress in a fit 

of rage. His lawyer was nearly successful in using insanity as a defense “on the grounds 

that Woyzeck heard voices and was subject to hallucinations” (Jarman 1989: 8), but later 

in the trial, a witness, Hofrat Dr J. C. A. Clarus, was brought in to testify. Clarus claimed 

that Woyzeck was perfectly aware that his actions were criminal, and that it was a life of 

vices and poor decisions (drinking, gambling, and sexual promiscuity) that led him to 

murder. Clarus eventually proceeded to destroy the defense, and Woyzeck was sentenced 
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to public beheading in the market square in Leipzig, which was carried out on August 27, 

1824 (Jarman 1989: 8). 

 The story of Woyzeck was controversial at the time, as it was groundbreaking that 

mental illness had nearly been proven as a defense for murder. Also, much of the script 

for Büchner’s play was actually based on the words of Woyzeck as they appear in 

Clarus’s reports. Büchner, in choosing a lead character such as Woyzeck, who can be 

described as an anti-hero of sorts, is rejecting the conventions of mainstream plays. Berg 

later rejects mainstream opera in much the same way through his use of atonal leitmotif, 

rather than traditional harmony, as a way of creating coherence among the fifteen scenes. 

Woyzeck, after all, is not a heroic, bold, or romantic character in any way, but one who 

struggles with imaginary voices and hallucinations, rage-filled delusions, and is at the 

mercy of a tyrannical and careless society, all while tirelessly searching for purpose in his 

life. Janet Schmalfeldt suggests that, in Büchner’s eyes, this search “is useless and self-

destructive; in coordination with deprivations of the most fundamental nature, these 

tendencies give Woyzeck an insufferable handicap against the glibness of the really 

stupid people around him—the complacent middle-class fools who are in control” 

(Schmalfeldt 1983: 82). Perhaps it was Büchner’s opinion of these “middle-class fools” 

that caused him to address them by their profession (the Captain, the Doctor, et cetera), 

while giving personal names to those with whom the character of Woyzeck felt a 

personal connection (Marie and Andres). 

 Nearly forty years after Büchner’s death, novelist Karl Emil Franzos undertook 

the overwhelming task of reworking the manuscript in the mid-1870s. Unfortunately, 
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many of the pages had faded or been damaged, and had to be treated with special 

chemicals. That, in addition to Büchner’s small, barely legible handwriting, and the fact 

that he had left no notes as to the order of the scenes, slowed the process drastically 

(Jarman 1989: 8). Franzos worked to establish the most logical order of scenes, which 

became the first published version of the manuscript in 1879. However, it was not until 

1909 that the manuscript was revised again by Paul Landau, only with slight adjustments 

to scene order, completing the final edition that was used by Berg to create the opera 

(Jarman 1989: 9). 

 Wozzeck first premiered at the Berlin State Opera on December 14, 1925, and was 

conducted by Erich Kleiber. The opera is in three acts, each with five scenes, following a 

fairly standard dramatic structure: exposition, denouement, and catastrophe. The story 

centers on anti-hero Wozzeck, a man of little means, who earns wages at the hand of a 

corrupt doctor who is paying him little in exchange for performing medical experiments 

on Wozzeck. In Act I, the audience becomes familiar with each character as we observe 

Wozzeck struggling to make ends meet. He complies with the Doctor’s demands, as it is 

his sole purpose to earn whatever wages he can for Marie, his common-law wife, and 

their illegitimate son. He also works shaving the town Captain regularly, as well as in the 

field cutting sticks with his friend, Andres. Meanwhile, Marie, restless and melancholy 

with her less than lavish lifestyle, begins to notice a drum major marching past her door 

during a military parade. They flirt with one another, and after a short struggle, Marie 

eventually gives in to his advances (Reich 1952: 1). 
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In Act II, it is discovered that the Drum Major has presented Marie with diamond 

earrings, which she adores, and hides from Wozzeck as he visits regularly to bring her his 

wages. After Wozzeck becomes more and more suspicious of and haunted by Marie’s 

affair (due mainly to the interjections of both the Captain and the Doctor), he confronts 

Marie, who does not deny his allegations. Wozzeck tries to reason with Marie, who does 

not want him anywhere near her (“Better a knife in my belly than your hands on me!”). 

This sets the stage for Wozzeck’s revenge, as his sanity slowly withers, and murderous 

thoughts begin the fill his mind. He observes Marie dancing with the Drum Major at a 

tavern. He rushes home after some time, only to toss and turn in his bed, keeping Andres 

awake (Reich 1952: 1-2). 

The final act begins with Marie reading the Bible, crying out for forgiveness. She 

soon joins Wozzeck for a walk in the woods, where his delusions begin to surface. Marie, 

frightened, attempts to leave, but is subsequently attacked and stabbed by Wozzeck. He 

returns to the tavern, where a woman notices blood on his elbow, and draws the crowd’s 

attention, who, in horror and disgust, begin to mock Wozzeck. He rushes back to the 

scene of the crime, fearing that, if the murder weapon is found, he will be incriminated. 

He searches tirelessly for the knife to no avail, and as he is haunted by the full red moon, 

he wades deeper and deeper into the pond to cleanse himself of all the blood stains, and 

drowns himself. The Doctor and the Captain walk by, hear a moaning sound (“A groan, 

as if someone is drowning.”), comment on the eeriness of the moon and fog, and 

unnerved by the sudden silence, quickly leave the scene of the crime. The opera closes 

with a scene of the town children playing outside. They become aware of Marie’s death, 
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and tell the boy that his mother is dead, but he continues hopping along on his little 

wooden horse stick. The children then rush down to the pathway by the pond where 

Marie’s body was found, and the boy continues to play (“Hop hop, hop hop.”) before 

eventually following the other children (Reich 1952: 2). 

When Berg began composing the score for Wozzeck in 1914, he immediately had 

to deal with the problem of musically representing the type of character that had not been 

seen in opera previously, that is, a delusional anti-hero, rather than a redemptive 

protagonist that was slowly losing his sanity (which was not an uncommon type of 

protagonist). The question of musical structure and pitch organization comes to mind 

immediately. Berg recognizes the challenge of musically supporting this type of dramatic 

action through his use of not only the interplay between atonal and tonal elements, but 

primarily through his hyper-organized, original use of leitmotif. Douglas Jarman 

discusses how this Berg’s musical structure affected future operatic generations: 

In the formal design of Wozzeck Berg offered an ingenious and highly 

original solution to this perennial problem. If Berg’s solution has not 

become the model for later composers it is perhaps because his handling 

of the relationship between musical form and dramatic action in Wozzeck 

represents an achievement of such stature and of so peculiarly individual 

and personal a nature that there were few ways in which it could be 

developed by his successors (Jarman 1989: 2). 

 

Not only was Berg’s formal design groundbreaking in that it was extremely difficult to 

duplicate by future composers faced with similar storylines, but also that it forced 

audiences to, in a way, become a part of Wozzeck’s insanity, and feel an understanding 

and pity for a man portrayed as a victim of the robotic, merciless characters. 
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Berg’s Influences 

 Though the storyline of Wozzeck created a distinction from those of its 

forerunners, Berg was still immensely influenced, particularly by Debussy’s Pelléas, 

Strauss’s Salome and Elektra, Schoenberg’s Erwartung and his Die glückliche Hand, and 

Franz Schreker’s Der ferne Klang (Redlich 1957: 74). One particular concept to note is 

that Berg was emerging in a world where operas were often based on stage plays (like 

Pelléas, Salome, and Elektra) with music that lent itself to more of a prose-style libretto, 

rather than rhymed lyrics that created the type of symmetry found in Viennese classical 

music (Redlich 1957: 75). This type of musical structure contributed to the birth of a new 

vocal style never before seen in German opera: Sprechstimme. A far cry from traditional 

Bel Canto and dramatic recitative, Sprechstimme encapsulates a type of realistic 

expression through rhythmic declamation. Berg acknowledges that Schoenberg was a 

direct influence on this decision: 

There are, to be sure, almost no recitatives in my opera. But I believe I 

have liberally compensated for this omission with the so-called ‘rhythmic 

declamation’ introduced by Schoenberg nearly twenty years ago in the 

declamatory choruses of ‘Die glückliche Hand’ and in the ‘melodramas’ 

of his ‘Pierrot,’ which I was the first and for a long time the only person to 

use on a large scale in opera (Redlich 1957: 84). 

 

Schoenberg’s impact can also be seen in the preface to the vocal score of Wozzeck, as 

Berg quotes his teacher’s explanatory commentaries in both Die glückliche Hand and 

Pierrot Lunaire. 

 In terms of dramatic action, contemporary operas were in no short supply of 

scenes portraying forbidden love affairs, ruthless murders, and madness. The title 



 

 

11 

 

characters of Salome and Elektra face death and hysteria, respectively, due to what H. F. 

Redlich calls “the same primordial force of frustrated eroticism” (Redlich 1957: 75). This 

force is clearly seen in Wozzeck, as well as similarities in scenes. We can draw allusions 

between the scene in Pelléas where Golaud verbally abuses Mélisande and drags her 

around by her hair (Act IV, Scene 2), and the scene in Wozzeck where he begins to reveal 

his delusions to Marie, and she becomes afraid for her life (Act II, Scene 3). Another 

allusion can be drawn between the scene in Elektra where she digs up the hatchet that 

was used to kill her father, just as Wozzeck attempts to find the knife he used to kill 

Marie. The fundamental difference between these operas and Wozzeck is that Strauss and 

Debussy tend to draw from what Redlich calls “Wagner’s romantic mystery-play of 

redemption” (Redlich 1957: 76), while Wozzeck portrays the title character as a victim to 

society consistently throughout the opera.  

Schreker’s Der ferne Klang (The Distant Sound), first performed in 1912 at the 

Alte Oper in Frankfurt, two years before Berg saw Buchner’s play, comes close to this 

type of music-drama. With a libretto by Schreker himself, the play focuses on a composer 

named Fritz and his hallucinations of a distant sound. This illness causes him to abandon 

the love of his life, Gretel, who eventually falls victim to the world of prostitution. Fritz 

eventually finds his way back to Gretel and wants to marry her, but is extremely unsettled 

by her new lifestyle, and departs again. In the final act of three, five years have passed, 

and Fritz has completed his opera, which flops due to the fact that the audience does not 

like his music. He realizes he has not only destroyed his life, but his love. Eventually 

Gretel finds her way back to Fritz, and with her support, he rewrites the ending to his 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alte_Oper
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alte_Oper
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opera and realizes that the distant sound has been within his reach the entire time. 

Unfortunately, before he can finish his composition, he dies in Gretel’s arms (Hailey 

2010: 325). This opera was one of the first of its time to show the main character as 

negatively impacted by his social environment, chasing a phantom sound to the detriment 

of his romantic endeavors. However, because the libretto focuses so heavily on Gretel’s 

life of prostitution, it does not fully indicate the severity of the social implications on 

Fritz’s psyche. Der ferne Klang “set the stage” in a sense for the collaboration of Berg 

and Büchner, which would create an entirely new species of opera, one that Redlich calls 

“an opera of social protest and compassion” (Redlich 1957: 76-77). 

Though inspired by Schreker’s avant-garde, almost gritty style of operatic writing, 

Berg, born and raised in upper-class Vienna, could not help but to tailor Wozzeck to make 

it suitable for “good society” (Jarman 1989: 229). Schreker breaks the Classical-style 

mold of thematic coherence in Der ferne Klang, and focuses more on sensory perception 

and changing timbres in his music, which ultimately contributed to the opera being 

known among German audiences as one of the first truly modern operas. For example, a 

significant musical highlight in the opera is found in Act II, set in a Venetian bordello, 

where Schreker introduces what Mike Silverman calls “competing textures that include 

soloists and orchestra, a full chorus, a gypsy band and a gondoliers' serenade” (Silverman 

2010). Though Berg and Schreker share an obvious interest in storyline, musically, Berg 

thrives in the cohesive structure of Wozzeck, along with the recurrence and manipulation 

of themes. This does not stop him, however, from drawing upon the bordello scenes 
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while composing the tavern scenes of Wozzeck, as well as following in Schreker’s 

footsteps through use of forms created from absolute music (Jarman 1989: 230). 

Musically, Berg was inspired most by Mahler and Schoenberg. Theodor W. 

Adorno, German philosopher, sociologist, and composer known for his critical theory of 

society, studied composition at the age of twenty-one with Berg, keeping in 

correspondence with him for ten years. Adorno states that, although Wozzeck symbolizes 

a musical thrust forward for German opera (due to the influence of Schoenberg), it also 

“draws the line backward to Mahler” (Adorno et al. 2002: 624). After all, thematic 

contour is decidedly similar between the two composers, but Adorno claims that the two 

are most kindred in their “architectonically incommensurable, wholly organic type of 

symphonic expansion” (Adorno et al. 2002: 624). One can begin to see the influence of 

Mahler as early as in Berg’s Drei Orchesterstücke, Op.6 (1915), which will be discussed 

later in detail. Berg can be seen imitating Mahler in Wozzeck, though, during what 

Redlich calls the ‘Quasi Trio’ section of the Military March (Act I, Scene 3), which 

illustrates the Lied style also captured in the song of Andres in the previous scene. In 

Scene 3, Marie “hums in the manner of a folksong in symmetrical eight-bar periods,” 

which results in a similar melodic contour and intervallic relationships as Mahler’s 

“Revelge” from his Des Knaben Wunderhorn cycle of orchestral songs first published in 

1905 (Redlich 1957: 86-7). Example 1 below compares a phrase from each composition. 
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Example 1: Excerpts from Marie’s Folksong and Mahler’s “Revelge” 

 

 

Berg’s Relationship with Schoenberg 

Berg’s complex, lifelong friendship with Arnold Schoenberg cannot be ignored 

when discussing what contributed to the birth of Wozzeck. Berg studied with Schoenberg 

between 1904 and 1910, which were developmental years for Schoenberg as a composer. 

In 1909, he composed both his Five Orchestral Pieces, Op. 16 and his one-act 

monodrama Erwartung, both of which reflected Schoenberg’s philosophy of 

“emancipating dissonance,” as the works lack any sense of traditional harmony.  

Berg not only followed in his teacher and mentor’s footsteps, but paid homage to 

Schoenberg in several parts of the opera. Jarman states that the primary structural feature 

of Wozzeck is reflected in Berg’s “love of precisely balanced symmetrical structures 

which often find expression in complex arch-shaped designs and in large-scale 

palindromes” (Jarman 1989: 20). The three acts (fifteen scenes) of Wozzeck can be seen 

as an ABA form in itself, not typically seen in opera. Visually, the most notable 

correspondence between the A sections is the setting red sun in Act I and the rising red 

moon in Act III, which Jarman describes as a “retrograde inversion” of sorts. In his 1929 
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lecture, Berg also described the middle act of Wozzeck as heavier and more expansive, 

and so framed them with more loosely-constructed outer acts (Berg 2013: 234). 

Berg also uses self-contained forms for each act: the first is a set of five character 

pieces, the second, a symphony in five movements, and the third, a set of six inventions. 

Berg understood that, by using self-contained forms, he would need to form some sort of 

connective thread among the acts (leitmotif, for example) to help create a cohesive story. 

This also emphasizes what Jarman describes as the second structural feature of Wozzeck: 

“the view of a work as a single formal entity in which the individual movements or 

scenes are both self-contained structural elements and, at the same time, constituent parts 

of a single large-scale design” (Jarman 1989: 20). Berg describes the slow movement in 

Act II, Largo, as having a peculiar quality—the score does not employ full orchestra, but 

instead features a chamber group identical to that of Schoenberg’s Chamber Symphony, 

Op. 9 (1906). He proudly states in one of his lectures on Wozzeck that this bold choice of 

instrumentation was a gesture, at the pinnacle of the opera’s arch form, to pay homage to 

the man he referred to as “teacher and master” (Berg 2013: 247). 

Berg’s bold statements about Schoenberg reveal that he was musically influenced 

by much more than his teacher’s orchestration ideas while composing the score for 

Wozzeck, one example of which can be seen in the passacaglia of Act I. Berg uses the 

initial motive from a passacaglia in Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire (Part II, No. 8) 

pictured in Example 2 below on the left, as his ‘a’ motive on the right, the first three 

notes of which can be seen in diminution following other themes (Redlich 1957: 107). 
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Example 2: Passacaglia theme in Pierrot Lunaire and Wozzeck 

 

Berg freely admits to being strongly influenced by Pierrot when composing Wozzeck, 

and his influence continued into Berg’s later compositions, especially as Schoenberg 

developed his new, dodecaphonic style. This can be seen more so in Berg’s later works, 

such as his Lyric Suite (1925-6) and his opera Lulu (1937). 

Berg’s relationship with Schoenberg ran much deeper than the typical 

student/teacher interactions, as Berg eventually looked at Schoenberg as a father figure. 

Berg was born on February 9, 1885 into a Catholic family with two working parents. His 

father, Conrad, kept the family wealthy due to owning a successful export business, while 

his mother, Johanna, ran a store that sold Catholic devotional items. Sadly, the family 

was thrust into financial hardship when Berg’s father died in 1900. This obvious effect on 

Berg’s emotional state is reflected particularly in his academics, as he became quite lazy, 

even having to repeat two years of high school at the Gymnasium, one of the more well-

known upper class schools in Vienna. After that, he went into training to become a civil 

servant, but was soon encouraged by his siblings to begin composition lessons with 

Schoenberg in October of 1904 (McPherson 2007). Berg himself has stated that this 

decision not only helped revive him academically, but also allowed him to self-reflect on 

his compositional goals, which he described as his one true passion throughout his youth. 
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He remarked in a letter to Schoenberg (written on December 4, 1930), “At that time 

before I came to you (at the age of 20), I hadn’t bothered with study at all, but simply 

bungled at ‘composing’ until I found out from you that one can actually learn something” 

(Brand et al. 1987: 411). The writing of letters between the two is heavily weighted 

toward Berg, as he writes Schoenberg much more often than Schoenberg returns the 

favor, and the content, at times, reveals what Eve McPherson calls “the sometimes 

obsequious” nature of the relationship (McPherson 2007). 

Schoenberg was often critical of Berg’s compositions, which influenced Berg to 

take on projects that he hoped would win the approval of his mentor. When Berg first 

began his studies, Schoenberg trained him rigorously in instrumental composition and 

strict counterpoint, which were the areas that Schoenberg thought the young man was 

most lacking. He also assisted Berg in developing a better sense of fashion and increasing 

his social abilities (McPherson 2007). Though helpful to Berg, Schoenberg could also be 

extremely harsh while judging his pupil’s work. For example, Berg’s first significant 

work composed after his years with Schoenberg was his Five Orchestral Songs, Op. 4 

(1911-12). Scored for mezzo-soprano, three flutes, four horns, timpani and other 

percussion, and strings, the text is a setting of Viennese poet Peter Altenberg’s works 

about the sensations of love and longing. Most scholars agree that, on a basic level, the 

Altenberg Lieder demonstrates many of the musical devices Berg employs a few years 

later while he composed the score for Wozzeck. These include an overall arch-like 

structure, use of ostinati, expressive lyricism, and recurrence of melodic and rhythmic 

motives. Though brief (the first and last songs are the longest, and are only 38 and 55 
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bars respectively), the work is thematically complex and emotionally charged, but still 

was not considered a worthwhile composition in Schoenberg’s eyes.  

The second and third songs premiered at the Vienna Musikverein on March 31, 

1913, and were conducted by Schoenberg. Two months later, however, Schoenberg took 

Berg under his wing during a visit to Germany, and proceeded to teach him about the 

“insignificance and worthlessness” of his most recent work. No one knows for sure of the 

nature of Schoenberg’s criticisms, but many believe it involved the brevity of the Lieder. 

It was not until autumn of 1915 that Berg was able to retaliate with a grandiose, 

Mahlerian-style work that features the same thematic cohesion and development as the 

Lieder. Drei Orchesterstücke, Op.6, is a series of three pieces (‘Praeludium’, ‘Reigen’ 

and ‘Marsch’) directly inspired by Mahler’s Ninth Symphony, and is based on the 

expansion and manipulation of a simple three-note cell (E-G-A♭ ). Jarman’s Grove Music 

Online article about Berg describes how “the complexity of the transformation processes 

and the profusion of seemingly new ideas result, especially in the ‘Marsch’, in what is 

perhaps the most texturally, motivically and thematically complex of all Berg's works” 

(Jarman, Grove Music Online). 

Schoenberg believed that Büchner’s play would not be suitable for an operatic 

audience, and scolded Berg for his choice. Redlich describes this view as following the 

status quo, due to the fact that Woyzeck originally contained a climactic ending where the 

main character “was to have addressed a criminal court, and in which the accused was to 

have become the accuser, delivering a shattering sentence of death on the court of law 

and on the State itself” (Redlich 1957: 77). If the entire story of Wozzeck had climaxed 
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around this dramatized court scene, Schoenberg may have been justified in his opinion. 

By eliminating this scene, Berg was able to present the character as a prisoner to the 

system, representing both the socialist nature of the play, and the political views of Berg 

himself (Redlich 1957: 77). This positively affected Schoenberg’s opinion of Berg, as 

seen in his article, “Arnold Schoenberg on Alban Berg” (1949), originally published by 

Redlich. Schoenberg recounts how surprised he was when a man “as soft-hearted and 

timid” as Berg decided to take on a play “that seemed forbidding to music” (Redlich 

1957: 246). After proceeding to discuss the unconventional nature of the storyline, 

Schoenberg closes with his opinion on what ultimately contributed to the success of 

Wozzeck: 

Berg, this timid man, was a strong character who was faithful to his ideas, 

just as he was faithful to me when he was almost forced to discontinue 

studying with me. He succeeded with his opera as he succeeded in his 

insistence to study with me. Making the belief in ideas one’s own destiny 

is the quality which makes the great man (Redlich 1957: 246). 

 

 

Berg’s Personal Connection with the Story of Wozzeck 

 

 Among other personal influences that attracted Berg to the story of Woyzeck is its 

reflection of his socialist philosophies. B. Lindsay states that plot of the play “perfectly 

anticipated dialectical materialism and clearly illustrated the untenable position of the 

proletariat in industrialized capitalist states” (Lindsay 2004). Berg, though rather 

apolitical himself, had many close friends who composed music as a direct statement of 

their political views, and perhaps was inspired by the humanitarian socialism about which 
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Büchner was clearly passionate. Jarman asserts that this type of socialism “coincided 

with [Berg’s] own social and political attitudes” (Jarman 1989: 11). 

 Berg, like Johann Woyzeck, spent time in the army. He was called to training in 

the Austrian army in June 1915, and was put on guard duty after training, eventually 

transferred to an office job in the War Ministry, where he remained until 1918 (Jarman, 

Grove Music Online). He described the early days of army life in a letter to his wife 

Helene written that same year: “I have been spending these years just as dependent on 

people I hate, have been in chains, sick, captive, resigned, in fact humiliated” (Jarman 

1989: 66). This similarity to the storyline of the play is perhaps what inspired Berg to 

change some of Büchner’s original script to mirror his own experiences, for example, his 

description of the beans and mutton Wozzeck ate, which Berg also ate regularly in the 

army and described as “disgusting.” He also told his pupil Gottfried Kassowitz in 1915 

that the army doctor he dealt with during army training in Bruck reminded him of the 

doctor in Woyzeck, and that the sleeping soldiers’ chorus in Act II, Scene 5 was directly 

inspired by the many nights Berg spent in his own army barracks (Jarman 1989: 66). 

 Also like Woyzeck, Berg fathered an illegitimate child (coincidentally also with a 

woman named Marie) at the age of 17, briefly after the death of his father. These events 

affected Berg on such a deeply emotional level that he attempted suicide in 1903. His 

daughter, Albine, was born December 4, 1902. Her mother, Marie Scheuchl, was a 

kitchen worker at the family’s summer home in Carinthia, and it has been speculated that 

she hid the pregnancy not only due to their difference in social standing, but also the fact 

that Marie was already married. Berg never had much contact with his daughter, but he 
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did, however, send her a ticket to the Vienna premiere of Wozzeck, which shows his 

acknowledgment of a more personal connection with the opera’s chief character (Jarman 

1989: 67). 

 Not only did Berg connect to the more biographical elements of Johann Woyzeck 

(as well as the representation of Woyzeck in Büchner’s play), but it turns out that Berg, 

too, was prone to paranoid, superstitious behavior. He often believed that mysterious 

messages were to be discovered in everyday occurrences, and had an obsession with 

palindrome, retrogrades, and labyrinthine designs, which can be seen musically in the 

opera. The number 23 also played a significant role in his obsessions, as he claimed to 

see its symbolism in his everyday life. According to Jarman, Berg even arranged “to 

write important letters or to start or finish work on a composition on the 23rd of the 

month” (Jarman 1989: 67). Given his overly analytical nature and the harsh conditions he 

endured through his childhood into his adult life, it’s no wonder that Berg would latch 

onto these similarities between himself and Wozzeck, dwelling on the underlying 

symbolism that would absolutely require him to put his most creative foot forward when 

composing the score. “There is something of me in this Wozzeck,” he wrote to his wife in 

1918 while in the midst of its composition (Berg 1971: 263), which is likely the primary 

contributor to what helped him to musically realize the full potential of the play. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 The general definition scholars use to define a leitmotif is as a recurring theme 

found in either music or literature, which is usually associated with a specific character, 

object, or idea. In music, leitmotifs can be recognizable in terms of pitch, interval, 

rhythm, or other musical features. George Perle states, however, that for the sake of 

analyzing Wozzeck particularly, one must classify leitmotif as a musical idea that is 

present in more than one scene (exclusive of the final symphonic interlude) and “acquires 

an explicit referential function in the drama through its consistent association with an 

extra-musical element” (Perle 1980: 94). He also describes the shift in definition of the 

term as it applies to both Wagner and Berg: 

Moreover, the Leitmotiv in Wagner’s operas serves two essential musical 

purposes that it is not required to serve in Wozzeck: the recurrence of the 

same salient musical details throughout a work plays a significant role in 

its overall unity and coherence; contrapuntal elaboration of Leitmotive is 

the compositional technique on which the extensive through-composed 

sections are based (Perle 1980: 94). 

 

By forming a less restrictive definition of this musical concept, Berg was able to tailor 

leitmotif directly to his opera, therefore creating an extremely useful (and successful) 

dramatic device. 

As for pitch organization in Wozzeck, Berg presents a multitude of leitmotifs in 

Act I, which are not only associated with the characters, but also with objects, actions, 

and feelings. There are valid examples of themes that recur within a single scene or are 

used as ostinati and still strongly serve the dramaturgy (the Doctor’s passacaglia theme 

that uses all twelve notes of the chromatic scale, for example), but one would not classify 
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those themes as leitmotifs under Perle’s definition.  Examples of such thematic material 

will be discussed later in this section. Berg manipulates many themes and leitmotifs 

throughout the opera, primarily for the purpose of helping the audience become more 

aware of and involved in each character’s evolving emotional state (for example, 

Wozzeck’s gradual descent into madness).  This technique sets the mood for the opera 

and creates cohesion in much the same way mode, key, or harmonic progression would. 

Berg often substitutes tonality with atonal thematic manipulation, which will be expanded 

upon later in this section, focusing on the manipulation of leitmotifs associated with the 

three main characters (Wozzeck, Marie, and the Drum Major) as well as that of the knife 

motif. I will also analyze how, through their particular order and form, these motifs are 

not only able to indicate emotional state, but both foreshadow and reminisce about the 

events on the stage, particularly in Act II, Scene 3, and Act III, Scene 2, the prelude and 

actual murder of Marie, respectively. 

 Before branching into analysis, it is essential to discuss the use of leitmotif as a 

form of connectivity between scenes, as well as what may have led Berg to use them so 

extensively. Janet Schmalfeldt discusses how the idea of “verbal motif” as found in 

Büchner’s original play may have inspired Berg, two obvious examples of which are the 

Captain’s “Langsam…” [“Slowly…”] motif, as well as his “guter Mensch” [“good man”] 

theme. “Langsam…” after all, is the first word uttered in the opera, and both themes recur 

throughout that scene as well as II/2, where we hear the “guter Mensch” theme as many 

as twelve times between the two scenes, symbolizing both the Captain’s demeaning 

attitude and obsessive tendencies towards Wozzeck. Also, as Schmalfeldt states, “In the 
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near absence of an obviously linear cause-and-effect connection from one scene to the 

next, dramatic continuity is achieved [through verbal motif]” (Schmalfeldt 1983: 81). 

 Berg chooses not to incorporate musical leitmotif at the same moments the verbal 

motifs occur. The three examples below are of a) the Captain’s “Eins nach dem Andern” 

at the beginning of Act I, b) Marie’s “Einer nach dem Andern” in the Largo scene, and c) 

Wozzeck’s “Einer nach dem Andern” (in bass clef) at the very end of Act II (Berg 1955: 

6, 276, 380). 

Example 3a: The Captain’s “Eins nach dem Andern!” 

 

Example 3b: Marie’s “Einer nach dem Andern.” 

 

Example 3c: Wozzeck’s “Einer nach dem Andern!” 

 

At first glance, the downward melodic contour looks extremely similar between the three 

lines, but upon closer inspection, we can see that they are varied in pitch, rhythm, and 
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intervallic structure. It is almost as if Berg is paying homage to Büchner’s verbal motif 

without overshadowing them with his own thematic ideas. This allusion can also be seen 

in the recurrence of both the “Langsam…” and the “guter Mensch” themes discussed 

earlier. 

 

Shrinking the Play 

Because Büchner’s twenty-seven short, disconnected scenes contained no clear 

ending or order, Berg had to come up with a way of creating musical cohesion that would 

reflect that of the verbal motif. Obviously this was not what Büchner originally intended, 

as the fragmentary nature of his play seems to reflect an attitude of delineating itself from 

mainstream European drama of the 19th century (Schmalfeldt 1983: 83). Berg’s decision 

to group the play into three acts, each with five scenes, is the greatest divergence from 

Büchner’s intentions, but Berg never questioned whether or not he was making the right 

decision, perhaps because he knew that shrinking the play would allow him additional 

space to give more insight into each character. In fact, he was much more concerned with 

how to musically reflect the new formal unity of the opera, as highlighted in the quote 

below from his 1929 lecture: 

And even when I succeeded in finding a three-act plan, in which 

exposition, peripeteia, and catastrophe were clearly separated into three 

groups of five scenes, and with which unity of action and dramatic closure 

[completeness] were achieved by force, the musical unity and closure 

were by no means ensured (Redlich 1957: 312). 

 

Berg combined several of Büchner’s scenes together, and eliminated seven of 

them altogether, which included events such as: Wozzeck and Marie visiting a fairground 
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to watch a performance by a trained donkey, the Doctor lecturing a group of students, and 

Wozzeck giving his coat to Andres (Jarman 1989: 11). I believe Berg saw these events as 

less crucial, even detracting, from the cohesiveness of the storyline, as he took ideas from 

some scenes he eliminated and grafted them onto the scenes he kept. We find one 

example of this in omitted Scene 14, where Wozzeck hallucinates the music of a dance 

band, and Scene 19, where an old woman tells the children a fairytale. These scenes later 

become Act II, Scene 5, where Wozzeck hears dance band music in the barracks, and Act 

III, Scene 1, where Marie begins to tell her son the story of a boy with no parents, which 

begins at m. 33, marked dolce (Jarman 1989: 11). My opinion is that, through shrinking 

the play, Berg was setting himself up to create a musical unity and flow among the scenes 

that was not present in Büchner’s play. In this next section, I will examine his use of two 

tools: the manipulation of leitmotif to connect emotions and ideas throughout the opera, 

and the similar use of other thematic material (that cannot necessarily be defined as 

leitmotif) to support the dramaturgy. 

 

Act II, Scene 3: An Analysis 

The knife is arguably the most important object motif in the opera, as it leads to 

both the demise of Marie, and indirectly, the demise of Wozzeck. In Act II, Scene 3, the 

knife motif appears for the first time in its entirety, foreshadowing the fate of Marie. As 

mentioned earlier, this is also the scene where Berg models the orchestration after 

Schoenberg’s Chamber Symphony, Op. 9, a single-movement work completed in 1906. 

This sort of intimate chamber setup is often seen as symbolic of the intimacy between 
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Wozzeck and Marie. The scene begins with a cello solo at measure 367, and remains 

sparse until m. 389, when Marie for the first time denies Wozzeck’s accusations (“It is 

not my street...if people want to stand there…”). He responds as the score calls for molto 

agitato (“Devil! Was it there you saw him?”), and as he begins to become fully aware of 

Marie’s infidelity, the orchestration becomes noticeably richer (m. 394), which is 

symbolic of the dissipating intimacy between the two. When Marie mocks Wozzeck at 

mm. 395-6 (“Better a knife-blade in my heart, than lay a hand on me”) we can see 

consistent tremolo in the solo strings, which is where the knife motif makes its first full 

appearance, accentuated by a ritardando, returning to a tempo immediately after the 

motif is finished, as seen in Example 4 below (Berg 1955: 279). 

Example 4: Act II, Scene 3 (mm. 395-6) 

 

Directly preceding that, though, as Marie exclaims “Let me alone!” (m. 395, marked 

fortississimo), one can see a distinct similarity to Act 1, Scene 5, where she exclaims the 

same statement at fortissimo to the Drum Major as she breaks loose from his hold. 

Though the intervals vary slightly (beginning a whole step up, for example) and the 
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second statement is a rhythmic diminution of the first, the repeat of the statement itself 

symbolizes that Marie will eventually give in to Wozzeck’s desires to kill her, just as she 

previously gave in to the Drum Major’s advances. 

 Another important factor surrounding the knife motif is the pitch C♯, as it is 

associated with submission throughout the opera. One example is found in the first scene, 

where Wozzeck is shaving the Captain. The C♯ appears (written as a D♭ and accentuated 

by a ritardando just as the knife motif will later be) in m. 49-50 as Wozzeck humbles 

himself to the Captain (“Yes sir, just so, sir!”). The rhythm is augmented in the theme’s 

second appearance in mm. 87-89 as Wozzeck makes the same statement, and the Captain 

laughs while the viola and cello play two sets of sixteenth-note C♯s in unison underneath 

him. This pattern is seen more extensively in mm. 93-6, shown below in Example 5 (Berg 

1955: 20). 

Example 5: Act I, Scene 1 (mm. 93-6) 
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Not only is Wozzeck submitting to the Captain’s needs, but the Captain, by laughing on 

the same pitch, is submitting to what he believes is Wozzeck’s stupidity, as his very next 

words are, “Oh, you are dense, quite absurdly dense!” When Marie first states “Better a 

knife-blade…”, she foreshadows her own submission to the knife by singing on a C♯. 

 Directly after the knife motif’s first appearance in mm. 395-6 in the strings, it 

appears again in mm. 397-8, first in the woodwinds, then dispersed among the 

woodwinds, brass, and strings. The first appearance of the motif can be described as 

descending chromatic lines, supported underneath by ascending chromatic lines. The 

second appearance descends mostly by whole step with a descending small leap or leaps 

in the middle, depending on which woodwind is playing. The motif is then spread out in 

m. 398, with the flute beginning with a descending whole step, but then returning to the 

motif’s characteristic chromatic line, as the other lines return to their chromaticism as 

well. This return to the original motif occurs just as Wozzeck muses very quietly, “Better 

a knife-blade…” on C♯. It’s as if the preceding measure was altered to give the 

audience’s ear a sense of hope by widening the intervals from chromatic half steps to 

whole steps and even leaps. Marie also does this by singing a whole-note motif while 

effectively changing the subject to how she was never mistreated as a child (“My father 

would never dare when I was little…”). Berg quickly snatches this hope away, though, by 

manipulating the knife motif to a more recognizable variation in the next measure as 

Wozzeck succumbs to the temptation to murder Marie. 

 Far too many motifs exist in Wozzeck to discuss the significance of each, but it is 

worth pointing out that, at certain points of the opera, Berg uses a combination of 
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leitmotifs to not only foreshadow events, but also to summarize what has happened in the 

story thus far. A valid example of this can be seen from measures 369 to 373. The solo 

cello begins a highly frenzied chromatic melody in the pickup to m. 369, ending on the 

downbeat to m. 370, which is said to symbolize Wozzeck’s hallucinations, and can be 

seen in Example 6 below (Berg 1955: 264). 

Example 6: Act II, Scene 3 Chromatic Clarinet Line 

 

In the second half of the following measure, an ascending pattern in the second horn line 

occurs, and is very similar to the one that occurs in the flute line at m. 373. This 

ascending leap pattern is a leitmotif associated with the Drum Major’s fanfare (see 

Example 7 below), and is quite prevalent in his earlier appearance in Act 1, Scene 5 

(Berg 1955: 265). 

Example 7: Act II, Scene 3 Drum Major’s Fanfare Motif 

 

The motif first appears in I/5 in m. 673 in the flutes and oboes (echoed immediately by 

the strings), just as Marie declares that there is “No one like him!” The motive is sung in 

m. 677 by the Drum Major (doubled by violin 1), as he follows suit, bragging about his 

physique: “Wait till on a Sunday I wear my plumes in my cap, and my fine white gloves, 
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too!” Example 8 below demonstrates, on the left, this motif in the flutes and oboes, and 

on the right, in the Drum Major’s vocal line (Berg 1955: 158-9). 

Example 8: Act I, Scene 5 Drum Major’s Fanfare Motif 

 

There are also hints of the motif later in m. 693 in the bassoons and contrabassoon, as 

Marie tries to free herself of his grasp. Through his use of these motifs, Berg is showing 

that at this point in the opera, Wozzeck’s delusions are becoming more intense, directly 

due to the Drum Major’s presence. 

 Jumping ahead to the Largo scene again, Marie’s endless waiting motif can be 

seen in m. 372, which makes sense being that at the scene’s beginning, she is standing in 

her doorway, looking outside. Both harmonic and melodic ascending fifths are often 

associated with Marie in general (the two main notes of her lullaby are B♭ and F), and 

according to Allen Forte, the fifth G-D is of a particular importance in that it symbolizes 

Marie’s association to the Drum Major (Forte 1985: 478). So looking at m. 372, the solo 

viola plays G-D, followed by a G-D (marked pianississimo and pianissimo, respectively) 

split between solo violins 1 and 2, which is shown in Example 9 below. This is 

suggestive of Marie quietly dreaming of the Drum Major as she stands outside her door 

(Berg 1955: 266). 
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Example 9: Act II, Scene 3 Marie’s G-D Fifths 

 

The fifths are immediately followed by the second appearance of the Drum Major’s 

fanfare motif (also marked ppp), as if she’s secretly hoping he will walk past her house 

again. Instead, we are greeted with Wozzeck’s entrance motif on the last beat of m. 373, 

right before he physically appears on the stage, which is probably the most literal 

appearance of the motive in the entire opera. This overlapping of multiple motives is 

Berg’s way of summarizing the events of the story, particularly Marie’s relationship and 

feelings for the Drum Major and how they have caused Wozzeck to drift further into 

insanity. The primary foreshadowing motive is none other than that of the knife, a 

fragmented portion of which is found in m. 372 in the clarinets. 

 Other thematic material associated with the Drum Major includes that of his 

military march. It is first seen in Act 1, Scene 5, m. 693, and can be described as an 

ostinato with thirds. It is found in both the woodwinds and the brass, and lasts until m. 

696. If we jump ahead to the Largo scene again, we can see an altered version of the 

motif beginning in m. 387 in the solo cello and double bass parts. It is in rhythmic 

diminution (as many recurrences of themes in later scenes appear to be) and involves 

alternating seconds rather than thirds. The motif dies out for a bit until returning at 
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fortissimo in m. 392, just as Wozzeck declares “I’ve seen him, I say!” (“him” referring to 

the Drum Major). This moment symbolizes Wozzeck feeling justified in his accusations. 

 Not only does Berg use leitmotifs to keep the scenes unified, but he also uses 

programmatic elements to emphasize certain vocal lines of the characters. One example 

can be seen in mm. 380-1, where the overall melodic contour of the instruments can be 

described as upward lines. Even as Wozzeck accuses Marie, the lines ascend, until he 

finally states that she is “driving the angels away” with her sinning and sings a series of 

falling thirds. Directly after that, solo violin 1 imitates this downward motion, both lines 

symbolizing Marie’s “fall from heaven” in Wozzeck’s eyes, seen in Example 10 below 

(Berg 1955: 270). 

Example 10: Act III, Scene 2 Marie’s “Fall from Heaven” 

 

This is followed by, at m. 388, Marie’s deflecting, even mocking, of Wozzeck’s 

accusations (mentioned earlier when discussing orchestration). While this denial occurs, 

the cello and double bass tell the real story: the G-D fifth associated with Marie and the 
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Drum Major can be heard as a pedal point quietly underneath all the frenzy, perhaps also 

symbolic that Marie is longing for the Drum Major at the very moment she is denying her 

connection to him. This fifth is evident for seven measures, with the next notes played by 

the strings being the full appearance of the knife motif. 

 

Act III, Scene 2: An Analysis 

 The second scene where the knife motif plays a key role is Act III, Scene 2, where 

Wozzeck murders Marie. First seen in the strings in the latter half of m. 77, the portion is 

marked lang gezogen (“a long stroke”), as Wozzeck states “But never more shall your 

poor feet weary” after asking Marie to have a seat in an almost mocking manner, just as 

she mocked him in II/3, emphasizing that Wozzeck is about to commit the crime. A 

curious inversion of the motif, however, can be seen in m. 88, where the trumpet plays an 

ascending chromatic line. Rhythmically augmented and marked crescendo, the motif 

occurs at the exact moment Wozzeck kisses Marie, and immediately states, “All Heaven I 

would give, and eternal bliss, if I still could sometimes kiss you so.” This retrograde of 

the knife motif symbolizes Wozzeck’s temporary reversal of his desire to kill her. 

Musically, while this is occurring, violins 1 and 2 are executing a tremolo am steg 

(“tremolo on the bridge”) on very high Bs, but violin 1 quickly topples in sixteenth 

sextuplet octave leaps downward in mm. 92-3, while violin 2 becomes silent, yet one 

more programmatic demonstration of Marie’s fall from her pedestal in Wozzeck’s eyes. 



 

 

35 

 

 Another programmatic element we see in close association with leitmotif is found 

in m. 97 in the four trombone lines, which ascend in descending order as seen below in 

Example 11 (Berg 1955: 410). 

Example 11: Act III, Scene 2 (mm. 97-9) 

 

Notice the range of ascension in each trombone—it gets shorter by a third each time a 

trombone enters, in other words, playing one fewer note than the line before it. By the 

time trombone four arrives, the line leaps intervals ranging a G-D compound interval, 

which, as discussed earlier is the fifth associated with Marie’s relationship to the Drum 

Major. Trombone four’s line is appropriately mirrored exactly in her following statement, 

“How the moon rises red!” just one beat later. In the next measure, Wozzeck finishes 

Marie’s sentence (“Like a blood-red iron!”) singing a different ascending chromatic line 

ranging a compound tritone (F-B). This connection emphasizes that, while Wozzeck is 

only consumed by the rising moon, his delusions, and Marie’s fall from grace in his eyes, 

Marie, who is also noticing the moon’s position and color, is still thinking of her 

connection to the Drum Major. While Wozzeck is finishing Marie’s sentence in m. 100, 

the knife motif occurs for the final time before Marie’s death, and begins on the second 
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half of the second quarter note in the horns and bass trombone, lasting until the second 

half of the following measure. Besides the first notes being held out for two beats (in the 

first full appearance, they are steady eighth notes), the motif is extremely similar to its 

full statement in II/3. It is supported again by tremolo, which is this time found solely on 

one note each in the trumpets rather than within the motif itself. Example 12, shown 

below, can be compared with Example 4 for clarification (Berg 1955: 411). 

Example 12: Act III, Scene 2 (mm. 100-1) 

 

 Another prominent leitmotif found in both scenes (as well as all three acts) is 

Wozzeck’s entrance motif. Here it is seen beginning on the last quarter note of the 

piccolo. Stated again at forte, the motive coincides with Marie jumping up when 

Wozzeck draws the knife. Earlier in Act II, it begins on a C, but is raised to G in this 

scene. The entrance motif is manipulated a few measures later in m. 107 by the bassoons. 

Here, it is found in inverted form to suggest an “exiting” or sorts, which works 

programmatically with the scene as it coincides with Wozzeck’s rising to his feet and 

rushing away after killing Marie. Also, it suggests a sort of “before and after” quality to 



 

 

37 

 

Wozzeck, as he was never the same after the murder. The motif is first seen in Act I, 

Scene 3 in the clarinets, bass clarinet, and bassoons, as Wozzeck visits Marie to bring her 

his wages. Again very programmatic in nature (the motive occurs just as Wozzeck 

knocks on Marie’s window, startling her), audiences will eventually not only associate 

the motif with Wozzeck’s entrance onto the stage, but Wozzeck’s visitation of Marie. 

 Often, there will be a leitmotif associated with Marie that occurs simultaneously 

or nearby one associated with Wozzeck. Using Wozzeck’s entrance and exit motifs 

beginning in I/3 as an example, Marie’s endless waiting motif (ascending fifths on A-E) 

is found in the strings directly preceding it. In the Largo, the same thing happens: 

Wozzeck’s entrance motif at the end of m. 373 is directly preceded by Marie’s ascending 

fifths, only this time, she has sunk a step lower to G-D (associated with her and the Drum 

Major), which is likely symbolic of her sinking into infidelity, as well as her incessant 

thoughts of the Drum Major. Looking at III/2, the endless waiting motif cannot be seen 

with Wozzeck’s entrance, but it soon precedes his exit in m. 107. This time again on A-E 

in the strings (with an E-B extension in the brass), it’s as if Wozzeck has destroyed all of 

Marie’s thoughts of waiting for the Drum Major (associated with G-D) and returned her 

mind to its former state (A-E) before she met him. Redlich has stated that Berg himself 

described Marie’s fifths as expressing “her aimless and indefinable attitude of waiting, an 

attitude that finds its final solution only in death" (Redlich 1957: 272). 

 Berg helps audiences to see into Marie’s thoughts at the moment of her final 

breath in III/2, which include fear, her child, and the Drum Major. Marie’s fear is 

associated with the seconds motif in the strings in the second half of m. 103, which is 



 

 

38 

 

played sfffz, directly at the moment of the knife’s impact. We first see this fear motif at a 

much quieter dynamic in I/3 at m. 462 in the horns, only it is at this point in reference to 

their child being scared by Wozzeck’s delusions. The motif occurs at the exact moment 

Marie says “Frightened?” after asking why her child is so still. Measure 104 contains 

several different motifs associated with Marie and the Drum Major. Leitmotifs associated 

with the Drum Major’s posturing and seduction (first found in I/5, m. 666 and 673, 

respectively) are combined in the first two sets of sixteenth notes found in the horns, 

xylophone, and strings. This combined motive is immediately followed by Marie’s cradle 

song motif (first seen in I/3, m. 372) and the earrings motif (first seen in II/1, m. 7) 

played just a sixteenth rest apart in the piccolo and strings, respectively. The end of the 

earrings motif overlaps the military march motif (first seen in I/3, m. 334) in the 

trombones and low winds, and leads right into Marie’s mothering theme (first seen I/3, 

m. 363) beginning after the eighth rest in the strings in m. 105, the last motif occurring 

before Wozzeck hovers over her dead body. It is at that point that her waiting motif 

occurs on the A-E that was present while she first waited for Wozzeck in I/3. Note that 

the only motifs that occur in Marie’s final moments are in relation to her child and the 

Drum Major. Berg uses this particular concoction of leitmotifs to emphasize the death of 

not only Marie’s body, but of her emotional connection to Wozzeck. 

 Berg also uses a technique which Matthew Bribitzer-Stull calls thematic 

mutation—the transforming of material from one motif into another, or blending together 

of themes— in several scenes of the opera (Bribitzer-Stull 2015: 230). One example of 

blending can be seen with Marie’s “Cradle Song” theme, first heard in its entirety in I/3. 
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The primary characteristic associated with the Cradle theme is recurring perfect fourths, 

which can also be heard at the beginning of the final scene, where Wozzeck and Marie’s 

child plays with the neighborhood kids. Not only is his “Hopp, hopp!” sung at a perfect 

fourth, but beginning at the fourth measure of the piece (m. 375), fourths can be found in 

both the horns and cellos, combined with tritones. Marie’s endless waiting fifths can be 

seen just a few measures later (m. 379) in the strings. It is important to note they are A-E 

fifths this time as well, as the theme is more heavily associated now with her and 

Wozzeck’s child. These fifths occur simultaneously with the timpani playing melodic 

augmented fourths, as shown in Example 13 below (Berg 1955: 481).  If we recall the 

tritone’s long-standing association with death, it seems that Berg is paying homage to the 

memory of Marie by taking elements from her most prominent leitmotifs and combining 

them as a backdrop of sorts to her child’s playful innocence. 
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Example 13: Act III, Scene 5 (mm. 378-80) 

 

 Another example of thematic mutation is Berg’s transformation of the “Earrings” 

motif into “Marie’s Guilt.” This mutation takes place in II/1, where the “Earrings” motif 

is presented in mm. 7-10. Later, in mm. 105-6, we can see the same pitches (transposed 

down a perfect fifth) arranged in linear order from lowest to highest. This can be seen in 

Examples 14a and 14b below (Bribitzer-Stull 2015: 232). 
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Example 14a: Act II, Scene 1 (mm. 7-10) 

 

Example 14b: Act II, Scene 1 (mm. 105-6) 

 

Note that, if we eliminate doubled pitches, the “Earrings” motif (seen in the soprano 

voice of Example 14a) consists of the following pitches arranged linearly so that each 

note is almost equally spaced apart (in major or minor thirds): B, E♭ , G, B♭ , D♭ . 

“Marie’s Guilt” is later appropriately heard in her own voice part, and can be described as 

an ascending line of thirds, transposed down a perfect fifth from the previously listed 

pitches. 

 

Other Recurring Thematic Material 

 Before discussing the connectivity of orchestral interludes and subtle hints of 

tonality, we must first explore other thematic material that does not necessarily qualify as 

a leitmotif. One example of this is the Doctor’s idèe fixe theme, which contains all twelve 
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pitch classes (the only one in the opera) that is present in twenty-one variations (clearly 

marked in the score) and used as an ostinato to represent the Doctor’s mania, intertwined 

with Wozzeck’s delusions in Act I, Scene 4. Shown below in Example 15 is the original 

statement of the theme (Berg 2013: 241). 

Example 15: Original Passacaglia Theme in Act I, Scene 4 

 

Ostinati have a significant association with the term “idèe fixe” (French term 

meaning “obsession”) as was discovered by Berg, discussed in his “Lecture on Wozzeck: 

The ‘Atonal Opera’”: 

I looked in Riemann [Hugo Riemanns Musik-Lexikon] to make up for 

what I had apparently missed in school. There, under the term 

“passacaglia,” I found references to “chaconne” and “folia,” and it says 

that these are “musical works with an ostinato bass.” Under “folia,” which 

is the “oldest form of ostinato,” I came, to my surprise, upon the 

parenthetical words “idèe fixe” as part of the definition (Berg 2013: 242). 

 

Having learned this, Berg uses the technique of repeating a single musical idea over 

changing harmonic and melodic progressions throughout Wozzeck specifically with the 

obsessive tendencies of the characters in mind. Redlich states that the characters “almost 

inevitably suggest the use of musical ostinato forms,” listing Wozzeck’s delusions, the 

Doctor’s wild theories, the upstanding moral compass of the Captain, and Marie’s 

promiscuity as examples (Redlich 1957: 107). Fragments of the row are presented in the 

nineteenth variation as the Doctor gives Wozzeck instructions from mm. 612 to 619 of 

I/4: “Eat your beans then, and mutton to follow. Don’t slacken, and the Captain you’ll 



 

 

43 

 

shave, and cultivate your Idèe fixe further” (Berg 1955: 143-4). This dialogue is 

accompanied by a three-part canon on an ostinato in two solo lines each for violin 1, and 

a solo viola, drawing attention to the Doctor’s reference of Wozzeck’s idèe fixe. 

 If we look specifically at the pitches of the Doctor’s Sprechstimme in those same 

measures, we can note that, in keeping with the Doctor’s theme, each instruction given to 

Wozzeck does not contain repeated pitches, until the final statement regarding the idèe 

fixe. Here, the D is repeated at exactly the same moment the doctor says “fixe,” breaking 

the twelve-tone theme. This D is accentuated as the highest sung note in those measures, 

marked with a tenuto, and embellished by grace notes, demonstrated below in Examples 

16a and 16b (Berg 1955: 143-4). 

Example 16a: Act I, Scene 4 (mm. 612-4) 

 

Example 16b: Act I, Scene 4 (mm. 615-9) 

 

The Doctor also states, “You are quite obsessed by an Idèe fixe” earlier in m. 565, and 

breaks the twelve-tone sequence in a similar fashion landing again on an accented D on 

“fixe,” which again acts as a high point in the phrase. It is almost as if Berg is trying to 

lead the audience to believe that there is something not quite as cold and calculated about 

the Doctor as the preconceived twelve-tone theme suggests. He becomes “momentarily 
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human” in a sense, even brought down to Wozzeck’s level, in both instances where he 

mentions obsession. Perle states that this is further accentuated by a canon in all strings 

(seen below in Example 17) that immediately follows as the Doctor states, “Oh! My 

hypothesis!” at m. 620 (Berg 1955: 145). 

This music, and that which follows as the Doctor suddenly exclaims in 

exultation, “Oh! Meine Theorie!”—a six-part canon on chromatically 

descending segments of the whole-tone scale, with the successive entries a 

major third apart so that they twice outline an augmented triad, 

culminating in a verticalized segment of the cycle of perfect fourths—tells 

us that the Doctor himself is passionately cultivating an obsession (Perle 

1980: 126-7). 

 

Example 17: Act I, Scene 4 (mm. 620-3) 

 

Berg also stated in his “Lecture on Wozzeck” that his use of a twelve-tone row to 

represent the Doctor received criticism from his peers in that it seemed detached, 
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calculated, and absolute, which Berg denounced in that same lecture, as he pointed out 

that his use of all twelve chromatic pitches at that point in the opera, in fact, formed a 

very close connection to the dramatic action in that it draws an allusion to the Doctor’s 

calculated scientific theories (Berg 2013: 242). Because the passacaglia is based entirely 

on the twenty-one variations of the Doctor’s theme, which entwine with both the 

Doctor’s and Wozzeck’s dialogue, along with a rubato cello recitative and improvised 

parlando, it is signifying both the Doctor’s increasing megalomania, as well as 

Wozzeck’s increasing delusions. Example 18 below demonstrates one of the first 

variations, which occurs just three measures into the scene, as the Doctor states, “You do 

not get paid every day for such antics, Wozzeck!” (Berg 1955: 110). 

Example 18: Act I, Scene 4 (mm. 491-3) 

 

Berg also stated that he received criticism that his ostinato theme was barely 

evident in the scene and not recognizable to an audience, as many variations of the row 

are stretched over multiple measures, and that from the beginning, it is hidden by the 

cello during the parlando. Berg retorted in his lecture that the row is actually stated 
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initially as a solo in the clarinet line (seen below in Example 19) two measures before the 

Doctor’s voice enters, and has “all the possible plasticity of a monophonic passacaglia 

theme” (Berg 2013: 242). 

Example 19: Act I, Scene 3 (mm. 486-7) 

 

The reason the twelve-tone row is not considered a leitmotif is because it does not 

occur in more than one scene, though it does appear during the symphonic interlude 

(between scenes 4 and 5), immediately following the Captain’s haunting conversation 

with the Doctor. From mm. 349 to 351, Berg combines the Captain’s leitmotif, which 

occurs in a triple canon, with the Doctor’s row, which is marked forte and found in 

trombones 2, 3, and 4. Example 20 below shows the row in combination with two of the 

canon entries, one in the horns, the other in trumpets, both marked fortissimo. The third 

canon entry occurs in the preceding measure in the violins and violas (Berg 1955: 471). 
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Example 20: Act III, Symphonic Interlude (mm. 349-51) 

 

Other thematic material that does not qualify as a leitmotif includes Wozzeck’s 

“Jawohl, Herr Hauptmann!” (“Yes sir, just so, sir!”) found in the first scene of Act I 

mentioned earlier. Even though this theme repeats, contains the same pitch and rhythmic 

structure (C♯/D♭ , two eighth notes, followed by an eighth rest, concluding with three 

eighth notes) and is associated with a specific element of the dramatic action (Wozzeck’s 

submission to the Captain), it does not take place outside that scene, and therefore would 

not be considered a leitmotif under Perle’s definition (Perle 1980: 94). 

The final material I would like to discuss is the repeated pitch B in III/2, which 

Berg labelled “Invention on a Tone” (Reich 1952: 7). The single pitch itself does not 

constitute a leitmotif, as its function does not extend outside the scene. Though the pitch 

is used as a foreshadowing of sorts at the end of Act II, it is not the case that B is 

consistently associated with Wozzeck’s intent to kill Marie, but rather it is part of a larger 

structural resting note of the opera. The tritone B-F plays an extremely important role in 
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the opera, so much so that Schmalfeldt quotes Perle as referring to its use as “a means of 

reaffirming the dramatic, as well as the musical, ‘keynote’ of the opera. She also quotes 

Werner König, who stated that B-F is “the fate interval, the interval of the tormented 

creature,” one whose “pitch relationship can recall a music-historical tradition” 

(Schmalfeldt 1983: 61). This can be observed in I/1, as F-B is intertwined with the 

Captain’s leitmotif and dialogue. The same tritone is later intertwined with several 

leitmotifs discussed earlier, including the Drum Major’s fanfare, Marie’s endless waiting, 

and Wozzeck’s entrance motif. In fact, the pitches B and F play a significant role in the 

chords that close each of the three acts. Example 21 below shows a piano reduction of the 

final measures of Act II (Berg 1958: 180). 

Example 21: Piano Reduction of Act II, Scene 5 (mm. 812-4) 

 

Notice how Wozzeck’s final phrase begins on an F, and the final note of the Act is a very 

low B played on the harp. This occurs in the storyline right after the soldiers fall back 

asleep after watching Wozzeck’s altercation with the Drum Major. Wozzeck, bleeding on 

the ground, mutters “One after the other,” and as the altercation and the act come to a 
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close, pitches from the final eight-note chord are stripped away, leaving the listener with 

that single pitch class B, which acts as a premonition to the murder of Marie. 

The pitch is used as an ostinato in III/2 and is seen in every measure, perhaps 

most prominently stated at m. 97, where seven Bs are played in unison by the strings, 

seen in Example 22 below (Berg 1955: 410). 

Example 22: Act III, Scene 2 (mm. 97-9) 

 

At m. 100, they are again stripped away, one by one from low to high, which appears to 

symbolize the rising of the red moon, which occurs at the same moment the strings 

initially strike the chord. At this point, the harp takes over with ascending octave Bs, 

solidifying the point that not only is Wozzeck’s desire to kill Marie filling his mind, but it 

very much permeates the remainder of the scene. Even Marie cries for help on a B as 

Wozzeck plunges the knife into her throat, as demonstrated in Example 23 below (Berg 

1955: 413). 
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Example 23: Act III, Scene 2 (m. 103) 

 

In the short musical interlude that follows, each instrument chimes in, one by one 

(beginning with a muted horn), playing pitch class B3. Once all instruments (minus 

percussion) have entered at pppp, they crescendo at the unison, all Bs which appear as 

whole notes with fermatas over them. Perhaps Berg chose this particular note because it 

is the only note in the scale common to almost all instruments of a full orchestra (Jarman 

1989: 167). 

The pitch B plays an equally important role in the dialogue of both Wozzeck and 

Marie, as does the pitch F, which plays a subordinate, yet complementary role to B in the 

scene itself, though is much more prominent in the characters’ Sprechstimme than in the 

instrumentation (where B clearly prevails). Each F is highlighted through either its order 

or melodic contour, in other words, being the first, last, highest, or lowest note in a 

phrase, almost as if Berg is paying homage to more traditional contrapuntal practices. 

Three instances of Berg accentuating B and F in a character’s Sprechstimme can be seen 

in Examples 24a-c below (Nagel 1986). 

Example 24a: Marie’s First Note of the Scene 
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Example 24b: Wozzeck’s Highest and Final Note of a Phrase 

 

Example 24c: Wozzeck’s First and Last Note of a Phrase 

 

Due to the role of the B-F tritone in III/2, it appears that B acts almost as a tonic, 

and F, a dominant. Example 25 below shows the final three measures of the scene, where 

the harp alternates between F and B octaves, almost as if emphasizing a more traditional 

tonic-dominant cadence type (Berg 1955: 416). 

Example 25: Act III, Scene 2 (mm. 106-8) 

 

This style of composition blurs the lines between tonality and atonality, which is perhaps 

why Berg never described Wozzeck as an atonal opera (he hated the term altogether), but 

rather “an opera in atonal style.” In fact, he inverts the tritone in III/4, where F plays 

more of a tonic role. Perle’s comment on this role reversal appears below: 
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The reiterated or sustained f in the top line of the orchestral part at salient 

moments in the formal design of III/4, as well as the prominence of f 

elsewhere in the scene parallels the reiterated or sustained b of the earlier 

scene, and just as f played a subsidiary but complementary role within that 

scene, so b does within the later scene (Perle 1980: 140). 

 

Berg uses the B-F relationship to connect what are considered the two complementary 

climaxes of the opera: the death of Marie and the death of Wozzeck. It is at this point that 

musical leitmotif plays a more subsidiary role, while the visuals, the red moon, the knife, 

the location itself, become perhaps the most important connective element, accompanied 

by this altered tonic-dominant relationship Berg has formulated, and then inverted. Each 

“tonic” is pronounced at the moment of the character’s death, as seen earlier in Marie’s 

cry for help occurring on a B. Wozzeck’s final exclamation, “The water is blood… 

blood…” ends on an F, his final words before drowning, as seen in Example 26 below 

(Berg 1955: 457). 

Example 26: Act III, Scene 4 (m. 284) 

 

 This tonic-dominant relationship alludes to a much larger compositional 

technique that Berg uses in the opera: subtle hints of harmony as a connective element, 

which will be discussed in the next section along with the integration of long orchestral 

interludes and use of classic song forms. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 By now, we can assert that Wozzeck cannot be classified as completely atonal, 

tonal, or dodecaphonic, but rather effectively combines elements of all three. Where did 

Berg get the idea to structure his opera this way? Redlich has stated that the answer lies 

in Wagner, as Wagner made a hypothetical statement in his essay, “Über die Anwendung 

der Musik auf das Drama” (“On the application of music to the drama”) drawing a line 

from the formation of his new Musikdrama back to the Viennese classical symphony, 

which Berg was later able to turn “at last into artistic reality” (Redlich 1957: 97).  

Nevertheless, the new form of dramatic music must have the unity of a 

symphony-movement, to become a musical work of art. This unity is 

given by a tissue of basic motives permeating the whole composition. 

These motives act upon one another, linking up, separating, 

complementing, like motives in a symphony-movement (Redlich 1957: 

97). 

 

Part of this new level of cohesion can be attributed to Berg’s use of classic, self-

contained instrumental forms in juxtaposition with transitional musical sections. As 

stated earlier, Berg cut several scenes from Büchner’s play to create order and tighten up 

the action of the storyline. So too, did he yearn to create the same unity musically, which 

is achieved mostly through the manipulation of thematic material as well as 

programmatic elements within these forms and sections. Berg felt the type of unity his 

opera needed could not be realized as absolute, through-composed music, as discussed in 

the quote below from his lecture on the “Problem of Opera”: 

To vary fifteen scenes that remained after this selection and 

consolidation—to ensure their musical clarity and memorability—

prevented me from the first from using typical and continuous “through 
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composition” based solely on literary content. No absolute music, even if 

rich in structure and vivid in illustrating dramatic events, could avoid a 

feeling of musical monotony after only a small number of scenes 

composed in this way. A dozen interludes that formally offer nothing but 

musical illustration, that undergo only increasing intensification, could not 

avert a slackening of interest and could lead only to boredom. And 

boredom is the last thing that should be felt in the theater! (Berg 2013: 

217) 

 

One example of musical unity within the large-scale form of Wozzeck is that each 

act closes with an eight-note chord under a different disguise of sorts. For example, all 

the pitches will be present, but there will be no other recognizable characteristics, except 

for the fact that it acts as a final cadence of sorts, resting in that place like a tonic chord, 

or bleeding into a transitional musical interlude. We discussed the eight-note chord at the 

end of Act II, with pitches dropping out, one after the other, until we are left with a 

solitary B. In that particular example, the final chord serves a secondary purpose of 

accentuating the form within the scene (cf. Invention on a Tone).  

Another common characteristic of Berg’s compositional style is that he strives for 

unity while at the same time tailoring the music of each scene to the dramatic action 

itself. For example, the first five scenes are structurally quite different: a suite, a 

rhapsody, a military march and lullaby, a passacaglia, and a quasi-rondo. Berg groups 

them under the title “Five Character Pieces,” introducing each of the five main roles (the 

Captain, Andres, Marie, the Doctor, and the Drum Major, respectively) and Wozzeck’s 

relationship to them. For instance, we have already briefly analyzed the Doctor’s 

Passacaglia theme and its variations. A significant portion of the score is dedicated to 
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revealing the premeditated, scientific, and as we later find out, obsessive tendencies of 

the Doctor.  

This is musically very different, for example, from the first scene of the opera, 

which is played in the framework of a Suite. It is very disjointed, however, as the music 

acts as a series of little pieces played as a whole. Berg does this to reflect the dialogue of 

the first scene, where the Captain and Wozzeck discuss loosely juxtaposed topics in no 

particular order. The scene is self-contained, not really going anywhere, which is also 

reflected in the music. Each of the small pieces that make up the fragments of the Suite 

also employs old forms, including a Präludium, Pavane, Gigue, and Gavotte. Reich says 

these forms give the first scene “its fitting historical colouring” (Reich 1982: 122). They 

are also symbolic of the dramatic action occurring. For example, the musical 

characteristics of the Pavane are “well suited to the Captain’s bombastic images and 

melancholy observations, and a suitably bombastic instrumental group (percussion) 

accompanies it” and the Gigue “forms the basis for the derisive mocking of Wozzeck” 

(Reich 1982: 123). 

 

Use of Musical Interludes 

Berg’s idea to use traditional musical interludes was originally influenced by 

Schreker (we previously discussed the influence of Der ferne Klang). In fact, Christopher 

Hailey states that, though substantial interludes were first employed in Wozzeck, “the 

extended orchestral essay in Act 3 of Der ferne Klang is the model, structurally, for the 

Lulu Film Music that narrates instrumentally Lulu’s incarceration” (Hailey 2010: 326). 
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By using transitional passages, Berg is able to again blend scenes together while still 

creating diversity. It was necessary, in a practical sense, to use transitional musical 

material due to the triple change of scene in each act, but also, Berg is able to choose 

whether to transition in the form of a symphonic interlude, coda to the previous scene, or 

introduction to the new scene. Reich confirms that Berg “either endeavored to connect 

the discrepant parts of the individual musical forms as unobtrusively as possible, or he 

preferred to accentuate the contrasts as sharply as he could, throwing them into relief 

with naked juxtapositions” (Reich 1982: 120). Berg was extremely particular about these 

transitions, as stated in his notes on the staging for Wozzeck, where he stresses to the 

orchestra the importance of making sure that, during transitional musical material, there 

must be continuously sounding music. He proceeds to discuss how that the stage director 

plays a significant role in making sure that the score is lined up perfectly with the 

dramatic action, using the murder scene as an example: “Wozzeck murders Marie by 

‘stabbing the knife into her neck’ only once (m. 103). Everything following (mm. 104, 

105, and 106) relates musically only to Marie and to her death. Any additional butchery 

by Wozzeck has to cease” (Berg 2013: 264). 

 

Subtle Hints of Tonality 

 The final element to discuss is Berg’s use of subtle hints of tonality to help 

support the storyline, as well as a sense of familiarity and closure. Berg, after all, was 

known as the most traditional of the composers in the Second Viennese School. In a way, 
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using tonality was a betrayal of sorts, as atonality was looked at as a sort of liberation 

from the strict, traditional practices of music. 

One particular example can be seen in II/1, when Wozzeck visits Marie and their 

son. The music heard in the first few minutes of the scene is atonal, which creates an 

even sharper contrast to the C major chord heard in the strings beginning at m. 117, just 

before he counts his wages into Marie’s hand. Berg used this chord to perhaps symbolize 

the simple, traditional, even unoriginal gesture of Wozzeck providing for Marie. Example 

27 below is a reduction of mm. 117-24 (Searby 2010: 23). 

Example 27: Act II, Scene 1 (mm. 117-24) 

 

Notice how the reduction of Wozzeck’s vocal line (a descending chromatic line of sorts) 

creates discord with the triad, therefore not completely sacrificing itself to traditional 

harmonic structure. 

 The C major chord actually occurs at the climax of one of Berg’s larger-scale 

musical forms: a sonata exposition. He uses the traditional theme groups 1 and 2, along 

with closing material, to symbolize the three characters in the scene: Wozzeck, Marie, 

and their son. The exposition begins at m. 7 just as the stage curtain rises, and those first 

eight bars form a traditional musical phrase. This section then repeats, with voices 

moving closer together to prepare the way for the transition, which begins at m. 29, 

lasting until the second theme arrives in m. 43. It is during the transition that Berg 
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demonstrates his fascination, even obsession with palindromic figures, as the music runs 

backwards from mm. 35 to 42. The second theme group is quite obviously associated 

with Marie, as it is based almost entirely on perfect fourths. The small coda begins at m. 

55, leading to the first reprise at m. 60, which precedes the development section. This 

proves Berg’s intention of keeping the sonata form traditional (in that the exposition is 

typically repeated) while incorporating modern elements, such as retrograde motion. 

Another modern element Berg succeeds in incorporating in II/1 is his use of the 

theme groups and coda to symbolize the mindset and actions of the characters. The first 

theme, for example, which Berg associates with Wozzeck, is played as Marie looks in the 

mirror admiring the Drum Major’s earrings, in denial of her betrayal to Wozzeck. After 

her son stirs, Marie shushes him and makes sure he continues to sleep. As theme group 

two enters, Marie speaks expressively, almost as if wild and carefree, about a gypsy 

leading a maiden out to gypsy land, likely symbolizing Marie’s desire to be free of her 

obligation to both Wozzeck and their son. As the little boy becomes frightened and hides 

his head in the folds of Marie’s dress, the coda enters.  

 Another element of tonality that is quite striking in Berg’s opera can be found in 

the first scene of Act III, where Marie reads and reflects on a Bible passage about Mary 

Magdalene. Berg uses a fugal setting to symbolize perhaps Marie’s recurrent guilt over 

her affair with the Drum Major. The number seven plays an eerily significant role in the 

fugue, which again clearly emphasizes Berg’s obsessive tendencies regarding particular 

numbers, as discussed earlier. The first seven bars of III/1 consist of a statement and 

answer, the fugue theme of which is separated into two parts, which show the difference 
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between the way Marie reads the Bible story about Mary Magdalene’s sins, and her 

intense thoughts on her own sins. These two parts of the theme are separated by a chord 

that combines the tonic with the Neapolitan triad, which will be discussed later. The 

fugue theme is varied seven times, each variation of which is also seven bars long (Reich 

1982: 139). 

It is in the fifth variation that we see a key signature of four flats, as the fugue 

becomes intentionally tonal. Marie begins to sing a fairytale to her son about a boy who 

had no parents, which Reich describes as symbolizing “the vanished world of the fairy 

tale” (Reich 1982: 139). If we look at the first three measures of the variation (beginning 

at m. 33), we can see Berg’s blatant use of F minor as a tonic chord. Measure 36 shifts 

briefly to A♭ major, III in F minor, and on the downbeat of the next measure a combined 

chord, D♭ major in the violas and cellos, and C major in the violins, shown below on the 

downbeat of the middle measure in Example 28 (Berg. 1955: 390). 

Example 28: Act III, Scene 1 (mm. 36-8) 
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This appears to be a variation on the original Neapolitan and tonic combination seen in 

the initial statement of the theme, where an E♭ major chord is stated in the strings on the 

downbeat of m. 7, along with a D major chord in the flute, clarinet, and horn. In m. 38 we 

see a strong representation of the dominant chord, C major, in the flute and strings 

primarily, which fades in the next measure with the addition of chords outside of the key 

(the F♯7 chord played by the harp, for example). The first two bars of the sixth variation 

contain definite F minor tonality in all instruments including the beginning part of 

Marie’s vocal line, but Berg soon does away with the key signature just as Marie finishes 

the lullaby with a poco rit. tempo marking. 

The final element of tonality to discuss is the interlude in D minor between III/4 

and 5. Berg seemed to be particularly drawn to this key, as it is the main key area at 

climactic points in many of his works, for example, the first and third movements of his 

Four Songs, Op 2, as well as at major cadence points in his Orchestral Pieces, Op. 6. It 

was suspected for a long time that some of the musical material Berg used in both his 

Opus 6 and the orchestral interlude originated from his “Seraphita” Symphony, which he 

was composing in 1912, and is also in the key of D minor. More recent research suggests 

that the interlude was instead based on a piano piece that Berg composed for his wife, 

Helene. In a letter to her dated July 16, 1909, Berg states, “How wrong you were to call 

this enchanting humour silly nonsense. On the contrary, it’s the most superb sense, in 

which the most glorious D minor chords of your soul sound forth in their full 

magnificence” (Berg 1971: 72). This type of statement seems to hint that the key may 

have a more deeply-rooted, psychological significance to him than meets the eye. 



 

 

61 

 

Like all the extended musical sections between scenes of Wozzeck, the music 

from Scene 4, which Berg titles “Invention on a hexachord,” leads directly into the 

interlude, “Invention on a tonality,” as the D minor tonality itself acts as a resolution to 

the hexachord. This hexachord is inverted several times throughout Scene 4, eventually 

returning to its original, almost tonic, structure. The musical interlude acts as an 

emotional epilogue to Wozzeck’s death, and develops thematic material associated with 

Wozzeck and the characters that drove him to suicide, particularly the Doctor and the 

Captain. These themes are developed through the key of D minor, which Berg states is 

“so stretched as to reach the very limits of its influence” (Searby 2010: 24). 

In the middle section of the interlude, the Doctor’s Passacaglia theme returns, as 

discussed earlier, and initiates a stretto among multiple voices that leads to the climax of 

the piece at m. 364, where a twelve-note chord (all pitches of the chromatic scale) can be 

heard, split among the flutes, oboes, and clarinets, as seen in Example 29 below (Berg 

1955: 476).  

Example 29: Act III, Symphonic Interlude (mm. 362-4) 
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It is important to note that, upon listening to the score, this chord carries a dominant 

sonority, leading immediately back to D minor, as seen in the sole pitches A followed by 

D in multiple voices. Also interestingly, the interlude is in simple triple time up to this 

point, and switches to one measure of common time immediately preceding the final 

scene. Berg uses this time signature change as a way to prepare the listener’s ear for the 

more light-hearted triplet quavers in 12/8 time that introduce Wozzeck and Marie’s child 

playing among other children in the street. 

 

Conclusion  

 Berg uses the previously discussed connective techniques, particularly the 

manipulation of both leitmotifs and other thematic material, to make Büchner’s play 

suitable for an operatic audience. In a society where stretching the limits of tonality was 

the norm, and even Berg’s colleagues in the Second Viennese School were developing 

new ways of organizing pitches (serialism, for example), Berg was able to create a type 

of operatic score not seen before, while in many ways, staying true to his traditional 

musical upbringing. He accomplishes this by incorporating more traditional harmonic 

elements along with instrumental forms, though these elements serve a different purpose 

from leading the audience’s ear back to a tonal center. Instead, as discussed earlier, they 

are used to accentuate important points in the plotline, or as Michael Searby states, “as an 

alienated phenomenon” (Searby 2010: 24). Searby also believes, and I agree, that the 

musical language in Wozzeck “can only be fully understood as a product of the preceding 

advanced tonal music,” like that of Wagner, Mahler, and Schoenberg (Searby 2010: 24). 
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 Wozzeck breaks musical molds in that it uses atonality, which is often considered 

lacking in any kind of cohesion or recognizable recurring elements, in a hyper-organized 

way. Also, Berg contradicts the traditional perception of atonality as a cold, more 

mathematical technique by using it to draw the audience into the characters’ emotions, 

particularly their obsessive tendencies, delusions, and even rage. Berg’s freeing of these 

traditional musical elements, particularly those of leitmotif and pitch organization, but 

also traditional forms and vocal styles, helps connect the scenes of Wozzeck in such a way 

that the audience is literally drawn into the action and held captive the entire time. We 

fall victim not only to Wozzeck’s paranoia, but to the self-serving, evil characters 

surrounding him. 
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