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11 Schoenberg, satire, and the Zeitoper 

PETER TREGEAR 

The end of World War I was an especially difficult time for Schoenberg, as 
indeed it was for most of his compatriots. It was not only the scarcity of 
basic necessities such as food and coal that made for uncomfortable living. 
The total defeat of Austria-Hungary, the collapse of the Habsburg mon
archy, the rise of new political movements inspired by the Russian 
Revolution in November 1917, and the creation of an Austrian Republic 
in November 1918 were described by the composer as "the overturning of 
everything one had believed in"1 and the beginning of a "war against all 
that is low and beastly."2 While his introduction of radical atonality was 
itself commonly thought to be a violent break with tradition, Schoenberg 
nevertheless maintained that it was precisely a respect for tradition that 
ultimately justified his compositional advances.3 Now, however, the very
idea of deferring to the past seemed in question. The third edition of his 
Theory of Harmony {1921) warns the reader of the dangers of using the 
spirit of the postwar age as an excuse for an equally iconoclastic approach 
to composition. "The sad part," he wrote "is just that the idea, 'one may 
write anything today,' keeps so many young people from first learning 
something accepted and respectable, from first understanding the classics, 
from first acquiring Kultur." It was now necessary, he believed, to distin
guish between a composer (such as himself) who was a "prophet of the 
future," preserving and extending an intrinsically valuable musical tradi
tion, and the "modern" composer, who was merely concerned with being 
"up-to-date.'' "Masters," he continued, "are the only ones who may never 
write just anything, but must rather do what is necessary: fulfil their 
mission."4 

It is not surprising then, that both Schoenberg and many of his sub
sequent defenders preferred to project an image of the composer that was 
aloof from the messy, contingent world that now surrounded him.5 It
fitted best with his l'art pour l'art philosophy, and has helped preserve a 
popular view of the composer as a misanthropic and misunderstood 
genius. However, Schoenberg was far more directly engaged with postwar 
cultural and political developments than we have come to recognize, and 

· ample evidence is to be found not just in his polemical writings, radio
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broadcasts, and teaching, but also in his compositions. Indeed, Sc�oenberg 
was particularly conscious at this time of his growing stat�s and fame as a 
composer, achieved principally through international ;performances of 
works such as the Gurrelieder and Pierrot lunaire.

Signs of his growing engagement with postwar culture are already 
evident in the series of works Schoenberg composed between 1920 and 
1923, whose significance today is largely based on the fact that they chart 
the emergence of the twelve-tone technique. The fifth movement of the 
otherwise functionally entitled Klavierstiicke (Pieces for Piano), Op. 23, is, 
for instance, a sardonic waltz reminiscent of the many piano dances by 
Wilhelm Grosz, Ernst Krenek, Karol Rathaus, Egon W ellesz, and others 
popular at that time.6 The eclectic form and unusual scoring of the 
Serenade, Op. 24 (clarinet, bass clarinet, mandolin, guitar, violin, viola, 
cello, and baritone) evokes the sound world of contemporary salon 
orchestras, and the Suite for Piano, Op. 25 is a playful rendering of a 
baroque keyboard suite, a choice of genre which gives nod to contempor
ary aesthetic currents associated with the slogans Neoclassicism and Neue

Sachlicheit (New Objectivity). 
In addition, Schoenberg's marriage in 1924 to Gertrud Kolisch, a woman 

some 26 years his junior, provided him with a worldly-,v:ise, intelligent, 
and energetic creative partner. In other ways he was also becoming aware 
that he was being eclipsed by this "up-to-date" younger generation, some of 
whom, like Krenek with his Zeitoper (opera of the times) and Jonny spielt

auf (Jonny Strikes Up), were to achieve extraordinary popular success in 
the later half of the 1920s. The fact that a genre like Zeitoper which, as 
the name suggests, deliberately set out to reflect the aesthetic conditions 
of contemporary life, had proved so successful irritated and troubled 
Schoenberg in equal measure. One observable result was that he composed 
works explicitly satirizing these contemporary composers and the contem
porary milieu despite the fact that the equally inescapable worldliness of satire 
was ultimately in conflict with his emerging self-perception as a "lonely" 
defender of tradition after the war.7 Nevertheless, this conflict of aims and 
means was nothing · if not a creative one, eventually inspiring a curious 
commentary on the Zeitoper genre, the one-act opera Von heute auf morgen

(From Today to Tomorrow), and thereafter helping to shape the dramatic 
and musical core of Moses und Aron.

Three Satires (Drei Satieren), Op. 28 

The explicit motivation for Schoenberg's first expressly satirical work of 
the 1920s seems to have been twofold: his negative experiences at the 
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Festival of the International Society for New Music in Venice in September 
1925 (in particular the success of Stravinsky's Sonata for Piano [1924]), 
together with the difficulties he experienced rehearsing the Serenade, 
Op. 24; and reports of a speech critical of Schoenberg given by Krenek at 
the Congress of Music Aesthetics in Karlsruhe in the following month.8 

As he later recalled: "I wrote [ the Satires] when I was very much angered 
by attacks of some of my younger contemporaries at this time and I 
wanted to give them a little warning that it is not good to attack me."9 

The text is far from subtle; the foreword to the three choruses, for instance, 
refers to "wie der Mediokre neckisch bemerkt" (as the mediocre person 
cheekily remarks - the pun being in the sound "kre-neck" lying between 
"Mediokre" and "neckisch." 10 The second movement refers to Stravinsky 
as "der kleine Modernsky," and the third mocks Hugo Riemann, whose 
1916 edition of the Dictionary of Music had been critical of Schoenberg's 
Theory of Harmony. 

Effective satire depends upon an audience's ability to engage closely 
with the styles and idioms under critique. Here, however, Schoenberg 
conspicuously avoided extending his satirical impulse to the score. The 
music is instead composed rigorously in the twelve-tone technique, an 
analysis of which reveals complex contrapuntal musical patterns. Indeed 
much later Stravinsky said that while he was upset at Schoenberg's rude
ness, he was nevertheless flattered that he would express it using a canon of 
such ingenuity.11 While he would have easily been able to parody and 
pastiche particular composers' styles, Schoenberg found himself in an 
aesthetic bind. Composing this kind of novelty could only result in a 
score characterized by "mannerism, not originality" and as such would 
be constitutionally obsolete, not new, music, which was a principal criti
cism he had of the music of Stravinsky.12 Indeed, Schoenberg had been 
particularly annoyed to read a report of a comment that Stravinsky had 
made in New York early in 1925 that he was quite happy not composing 
"music of the future," rather he would write "for today." 13 Stravinsky's 
attitude was reflected more widely in the appearance of so-called 
Gebrauchsmusik (music for use), and music inspired by jazz or film 
music, or music which tried to reflect in its internal workings the stylistic 
heterogeneousness of contemporary urban life. Schoenberg's ideal of the 
authentic musical utterance was, however, constitutionally opposed to 
such aesthetic pragmatism or concession to popular taste. Music could 
never be a mere object for enjoyment or a means to some extrinsic end; 
rather it was a mode of cognition, which required submission to its own 
i,nternal logic. Any composition which debased this logic in favor of easy 
gratification was, he thought, functionally obsolete as soon as it was 
'composed, because it was not, in this sense, "new."14
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Schoenberg's attitude owed much to the example of Karl Kptus, who 
similarly believed that the artist's duty was to maintain a steadfast loyalty to 
values immanent to the creative medium.15 And like Kraus, Schoenberg's 
insistence upon it took on not only ethical, but also religious - and specifically 
Jewish-theological - resonances. The first two of the Four Pieces for Mixed 
Chorus, Op. 27, which were composed around the same time as the Satires, 
set texts which made the connection quite explicit: "Unentrinnbar," for 
instance, praises those who have "the strength to conceive of their mission, 
and the character that will not let them refuse it." The evocation of Jewish 
theology, and by implication, his Jewish heritage, was in part a response to 
increasing anti-Semitic attacks. As he wrote to Kandinsky on April 19, 1923, 
"I have at last learnt the lesson that has been forced upon me during this year, 
and I shall never forget it. It is that I am not a German, not a European, indeed 
perhaps scarcely even a human being (at least, the Europeans prefer the worst 
of their race to me), but I am a Jew."16 In a letter to Berg in 1933, Schoenberg 
reflected upon his then recent reconversion to Judaism by noting that the text 
of the second movement of Op. 27, "Du sollst nicht, du muBt," was evidence 
that his return to the Jewish faith had in fact taken place "long ago."17 

Schoenberg in Berlin 

This increasing feeling of alienation helped to confirm Schoenberg's sense 
of himself as one who was destined "to become lonely," that he had the 
melancholy duty "of developing my ideas for the sake of progress in 
music, whether I liked it or not; but I also had to realize that the great 
majority of the public did not like it."18 Nevertheless, his growing success 
as a composer also brought with it greater material independence which 
allowed him to cultivate a more open and comfortable lifestyle. Following 
the death of Ferruccio Busoni in 1924, Schoenberg, newly married, was 
wooed to Berlin to teach composition at the Prussian Academy of the Arts 
(Akademie der Kiinste) which enabled him to leave, as Stuckenschmidt 
observed, "many things behind in Vienna which had hitherto inhibited his 
character."19 In contrast to the Austrian capital, Berlin had recovered from 
the shock of revolution and the subsequent ravages of hyperinflation with 
astonishing speed, and had by the middle of the 1920s, as Carl Zuckmayer 
put it, "a taste of the future about it."20 It quickly became a center for 
artists, journalists, painters, and musicians from around the world, keen to 
discuss the nature of that future and how their art might respond. Their 
creations in turn filled the galleries, theaters, cinemas, nightclubs, and 
concert halls helping to create an atmosphere of now-legendary permis
siveness and excitement. 
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The new, heterogeneous, dramatic forms being presented on the Berlin 
stage by figures such as Erwin Piscator and, later, Bertolt Brecht must, 
however, have appeared especially antithetical to Schoenberg. Berlin 
might well have become the center of gravity of German music, but for 
Schoenberg, what was lacking was precisely a "center of gravity," that is a 
collective will to take seriously the kind of technical and ethical concerns 
that now drove his own compositional style.21 His commitment to the 
twelve-tone technique thus took on implicit political implications, not 
least in its superficial similarities to calls on the far right of politics for a 
renewal of German cultural and civil life, and in the context of his reputed 
comment five years earlier that in twelve-tone music he had "made a 
discovery which 'Will ensure the supremacy of German music for the 
next hundred years." Indeed for Schoenberg, the proper register for 
German music was an art form which would steadfastly maintain the 
highest ambition, which would "always reach for the heavens." The rest, 
he declares, "only boasts with artifice."22 The Suite, Op. 29, for piano, E flat 
clarinet, clarinet, bass clarinet, violin, viola and cello, and the Third String 
Quartet, Op. 30, both completed in 1926, not only served as demonstra
tions of the ability of his new compositional technique to support large
scale musical statements through atonal similes to sonata form or to 
replicate complex contrapuntal structures, but also showed his continuing 
commitment to the traditional forms of chamber music, and by extension, 
to the German ideal of absolute music. These compositional explorations 
culminated in the two Pieces for Piano, Op. 33a (1929) and 33b (1931) and 
his first composition for large orchestra since the Orchestral Songs, Op. 22 
(1914-16), the Variations for Orchestra, Op. 31, which, in its incorpora
tion of the B-A-C-H motive, registers its affiliation to the heart of the 
German musical pantheon. 

Von heute auf morgen 

And yet, soon after his arrival in Berlin, Schoenberg also made a decisive 
return to explicitly dramatic forms of music, something that he had 
avoided since the abandonment of the composition of Die Jakobsleiter 
(Jacob's Ladder) in 1922. In June 1926 he began work on his play Der 

biblische Weg (The Biblical Way) and by October 1928 he had drafted the 
first version of the text of Moses und Aron, then in the form of an oratorio. 
The composition of the music of Moses und Aron, however, was not to 
commence for some years. Instead, in October 1928 Schoenberg began 
work on Von heute auf morgen. The libretto, penned by Gertrud 
Schoenberg, writing under the pseudonym of Max Blonda, was apparently 
inspired in part by the manner of some of Schoenberg's circle of friends. 23 

Gertrud had at this time also been working closely with her husband on 
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several other libretti on contemporary subjects, including, it see!JlS, one set 
in Monte Carlo, and another, with echoes of Debussy's Jeux, revolving 
around an international tennis competition.24

Von heute auf morgen became Schoenberg's most overt confrontation 
with the culture of the Weimar Republic. Like the Three Satires it was 
prompted in part by his annoyance at the extraordinary successes of a 
younger generation of composers, which at the time of its composition 
included not just Krenek's Jonny spielt auf, but also Kurt Weill's Der Zar 

Iii.fit sich photographieren (The Tsar Has His Photograph Taken) and 
Hindemith's Hin und zuriick (There and Back). These archetypal 
Zeitopern were for Schoenberg, as they have often been for many a critic 
since, representative of a shamelessly ephemeral genre, and thus consti
tutionally antithetical, it seemed, to the idea of authentic art. Von heute auf 

morgen thus satirizes both modern life and modern art. As he noted in his 
own introduction to a radio broadcast of the work that he conducted in 
Berlin on February 27, 1930, "the matter becomes serious when fashion
able slogans shake the foundations of private life, the relationship between 
the sexes and the institution of marriage .... [W]hen the foundations are 
destroyed, rebuilding can only be superficial."25 The consumer of the
Zeitoper is by implication like the husband in the opera with the wander
ing eye, who is told by his wife that "behind the glittering mask you 
imagine a marvellous creation. You are dazzled by every new apparition 
that is fashionably dressed. But once the charm of novelty has worn off, 

. you gaze disappointed into nothing."26

Once again, however, Schoenberg was also confronted with the pro
blem of satire itself, which, given the inherently worldly, satirical, nature of 
the Zeitoper genre, was here especially acute. In both, an ideal norm of. 
form or content is often conspicuous by its absence; rather the composer 
of a Zeitoper seems to share with the satirist a hope that an intended 
audience "will go through the strengthening exercise of finding it them
selves."27 Thus, a Zeitoper will make a virtue of the absence of an appar
ently consistent compositional voice, instead foregrounding devices such 
as parody, pastiche, and displays of the grotesque, forcing us to reflect 
on what might constitute an authentic aesthetic utterance in the modern 
world.28 Schoenberg's opera, however, conspicuously avoids such a
strategy. While there are signs of an attempt at musical satire through 
the use of instruments associated with the cabaret and nightclub (such as 
the soprano and alto saxophone, flexatone, piano, mandolin, and guitar), 
fleeting references to a tango, and even a brief quotation from Act I of 
Wagner's Die Waiki.ire, typically such references are fully integrated into 
the overall timbre and dodecaphonic structure of the work, and thus 
softened in effect if not placed beyond our immediate grasp. "Better 
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colourless than crude - better no humour than this disgusting slapstick 
which is rampant in Berlin," he wrote.29 Even an easy opportunity to 
mimic Zeitoper stage effects, such as the "entrance" of one character by 
means of the telephone, is consciously avoided. Schoenberg notes in the 
score that the effect of a telephone call is to be achieved naturally, and 
"under no account via loudspeakers or megaphones," as if he wanted 
consciously to negate the craving for novelty that had followed in the 
wake of the appearance of such technology in Jonny spielt auf 30

The music is instead concerned principally with internal consistency, 
though we might note that the treatment of the twelve-tone row is here 
more supple than hitherto apparent in Schoenberg's dodecaphonic music, 
moving from a strict ordering of notes within a row toward free permuta
tions of notes within hexachords. Nevertheless, both Rognoni and Rufer, 
apparently taking a lead from Schoenberg himself, saw this as a develop
ment once again supported by tradition, as it could be thought of as being 
analogous to Rameau's principle that the harmonic identity of a triad 
remained essentially the same, whatever the inversion in which it was 
found. It was justified ultimately by the "unity of the soundspace, where 
horizontal and vertical elements are considered as aspects substantially 
identical."31 The force of musical tradition seems also to have influenced 
the overall form of the work, which can be considered as a kind of secret 
numbers opera within which passages of recitative are punctuated by short 
sections of arioso, arias, and ensembles. It is even possible to detect the 
outline of a classical four-movement symphony form;32 though in so 
doing we would do well to remember Derrick Puffett's observation that 
these are usually not so much objective truth claims as "a representation of 
a certain way of seeing things, a way which we know from all kinds of 
evidence to have been characteristic of Schoenberg and his circle."33 

Schoenberg suggested elsewhere that it was the libretto which held the 
key to the work's overall character, that "behind the straightforward plot 
something else is hidden: [namely] that everyday figures and events are 
being used to show how above and beyond the simple marital story the so
called modern, the fashionable exist only 'from one day to the next' (Von 

heute auf morgen), from an unsteady hand to a greedy mouth, in marriage 
no less than in art, in politics and in life philosophies."34 The form "and 
dramatic function of the music of Von heute auf morgen is then perhaps 
most concisely expressed by Adorno, who in his review of the work in 
1930 wrote that "the music consumed the libretto."35 Or, as Rognoni more 
expansively put it, "alienation does not invest in the artist's language, but 
is simply 'described' as an external fact which may be objectively dis
mantled and reconstructed by the composer like a sort of shifting col-

. lage."36 We observe the story unfold, all the while the music stares us 

'i 

I 



154 Peter Tregear 

down, like one of Schoenberg's famous self-portraits, demanding us to 
maintain an unwaveringly distant and critical standpoint towards it. 

All the same, it could be argued that the stylistic montage evident in 
contemporary Zeitoper is ultimately a more effective artistic gesture for 
transporting a social context into a critical aesthetic sanctuary. At the very 
least, it makes for more effective, but also more approachable, satire. It is 
therefore hard to believe that at the same time, Schoenberg thought that 
this work would have the same kind of commercial success as was greeting 
other new works in the 1929-30 season, such as Max Brand's Maschinist

Hopkins, Brecht and Weill's Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny (Rise 
and Fall of the City of Mahagonny), or Hindemith's Neu es van Tage (News 
of the Day), the last of which superficially deals with some of the same 
subject matter. And yet so confident was he of its success that he rejected 
an offer of 30,000 marks from Bate und Bock for the publication rights, a 
decision that later proved financially disastrous.37 Perhaps, as Adorno 
notes, "[e]ven if Schoenberg with his comedy Von heute auf morgen, was 
searching for success, it was - to his honour - refused him, by the 
complexity and the dark ferocity of its music ... The antinomy of opera 
and public came out to be a victory for the composition upon the opera."38

Certainly compared to Schoenberg's other major works, Von heute auf

morgen has had few performances - though it is a fate that it, of course, 
now shares with the vast majority of the Zeitoper genre. 

Accompaniment to a film-scene (Begleitungsmusik 
zu einer Lichtspielszene) 

Schoenberg's preoccupation with contemporary culture at this time is also 
reflected in his interest in cinema. He considered introducing a film 
sequence into Moses und Aron for the "Dance Around the Golden Calf," 
and had also discussed the use of film with Alban Berg who was later to 
recommend its use in the staging of his opera Lulu. The Begleitungsmusik

zu einer Lichtspielszene, Op. 34 (1930) was composed in response to a 
commission by the publisher Heinrichshofen, and stands as Schoenberg's 
most overt artistic response to the burgeoning genre of film music, one 
then on the cusp of moving decisively from the live theater pit to the sound 
track. While not conceived with an actual visual narrative in mind, 
Schoenberg did offer the following synopsis for the work: Fear -
Threatening Danger - Catastrophe. In so doing he may have been alluding 
to the books of themed musical excerpts that were the stock-in-trade of the 
silent movie accompanist. Both the quasi-expressionist synopsis and the 
fact that the music proved a success with contemporary audiences, 
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though, also bring to mind the popular complaint made of later twelve

tone music that it rather lends itself to being used as the accompaniment to 

horror films. Certainly, as Dahlhaus wrote, in articulating the implied 

expressive content, the programmatic titles "transform [the work] into an 

illustrative one : .. The listener feels he has been placed in the role of a 

spectator instead of being himself directly affected; and since it is film 

music (albeit only fictitious) he accepts the dissonances he would other

wise not tolerate."39 Perhaps Schoenberg sensed this potential corruption 

of the relationship between the listener and the score when he tellingly 

remarked, "[The public] seem to like the piece - should I draw conclusions 

as to its quality?"40 Later, in America, Schoenberg dabbled with the

possibilities of film music once again, this time to accompany Metro

Goldwyn-Mayer' s The Good Earth, but he could not accept the necessary 

level of compromise and subordination to the needs of the studio that the 

task would have required. 

Another work from this time, the Six Pieces for Male Chorus, Op. 35 

(1930) is also concerned with the relationship between an artist and 

society, not least because it was written for, and performed by, workers' 

choruses, but the work also demonstrates an attempt by the composer to 

mediate between tonal and twelve-tone systems. The texts set are again by 

Schoenberg, yet this time his concerns are not satirical but rather deliber

ately serious. In this respect they seem an apt precursor to Moses und 

Aron, the work to which Schoenberg was now returning with renewed 

vigor. And yet, that work too should be seen as but another elaboration, 

albeit now on an abstracted and monumental scale, of his struggle to 

articulate a musical response to the art and politics of the Weimar 

Republic without thereby becoming tainted by it. As Joseph Auner sug

gests, the metaphor of Moses and Aaron was only meaningful to him 

precisely because of the "tension and ambivalence" that had come to 

characterize his relationship to his public during the Weimar years.41 

Conclusion 

Given how decisively Moses und Aron seems to conceal the satiric impulse 

that is apparent in many of the works that it precedes, it has been easy to 

downplay or forget this broader historical context. Arguably, Schoenberg's 

reputation has suffered for it. Certainly in the hands of his critics both then 

and subsequently, his professed belief in l'art pour l'art became a state

ment that suggested both an unpleasant arrogance and an apparent lack of 

concern for social engagement through art.42 Today the notion that a 

direct engagement with popular culture must always be destructive of the 
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idea of authentic art arouses at the very least our suspicion, at "'.orst, our 

derision. For all this, however, Schoenberg deserves not so much to be 
blamed as understood. Recognizing that he, like a character in Der bib

lische Weg, was "cursed by wishing to be Moses and Aaron wrapped up in 
one," allows us to resolve the apparent contradiction in his music of the 

1920s between a profound commitment to the twelve-tone technique, and 

a genuine desire to engage with forms of popular culture. Although, in the 

end, Schoenberg did feel compelled towards a definitively antagonistic 

position towards mainstream culture, it is also worth remembering that he 
was far from alone in choosing such a path. It is more than merely ironic 

that both Krenek and, eventually, Stravinsky were themselves to adopt the 

twelve-tone technique in terms not altogether removed from those 

Schoenberg had come to represent in dramatic form at this time. While 

today we can take a considerably more nuanced view of the oppositions 

between high and low culture that buttressed much of his creative self

image, for many who followed more immediately in his footsteps, the 

effects of the stock market crash in America in October 1929 and the 

subsequent rise to power of the National Socialists in Germany seemed 

only to confirm the righteousness of the ethical stance that his music had 

come to represent. Such is the weight of history that has come to haunt our 

reception of Schoenberg, man and musician, from the Weimar era. 
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