


DISS 
1996 
8114 
DISS 

THE LIBRARY 
THE UNIVERSITY 

OF TEXAS 
AT AUSTIN 

PRESENTED BY 

THE AUTHOR 



THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN 
THE GENERAL LIBRARIES 

PERRY-CASTANEDA LIBRARY 
LIMITED CIRCULATION 

SEP 1 6 1999 

P[J.;,r1r11'CA 1 S ROOM - L. • . ~' l i..~l ... ! 

LIBR/: ;-~· .,, : 1 . · . . ' ' - : , . 

JUN 0 7 2000 
. PC1~/0ur· . ,, .. !.1 ' ,, · , r ·· u---~ ~ 
• '-" \L ._1 ,"_I 1\1 

UtC 1 1 2000 
,., ,. ··;·1··v ·) , ::, : <..; ~~ooM ~-1 , ~ I , • , -v I ' 

OUT TOILS 
' ~ " , 1 ·2005 M.Af-< :.:. ·, ~ 

OUT TOILS 
JUN 122008 

( -

OUT TOILS 
~.l 1 k 2Q Z010 

DEC 1 l 2000 









Copyright 

by 

Renee Elizabeth Babcock 

1996 





The Operas of Hindemith, Krenek, and Weill: 
Cultural Trends in the Weimar 

Republic, 1918-1933 

by 

Renee Elizabeth Babcock, B. M., M. M. 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 

the University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

The University of Texas at Austin 

December, 1996 





This dissertation is dedicated to my father, Allen I. Babcock 





Table of Contents 

Introduction ................................................................................... 1 

Chapter One: 1919-1923 The Rise and Fall of Expressionism ......................... 9 

Chapter Two: 1924-1926: The New Objectivity ....................................... .47 

Chapter Three: 1927-1928: The Influence of Popular Music on Opera .............. 81 

Chapter Four: 1929-1932: Socially Critical Opera .................................... 155 

Chapter Five: 1933: A New Art for a New Reich ..................................... 184 

Conclusions ............................................................................... 193 

Select Bibliography ............................................... . ....................... 201 

Vita ......................................................................................... 219 

v 



Introduction 



Mention the Weimar Republic, and images come to mind of decadence, 

Berlin's famous nightlife, "hot" jazz, economic instability, artistic vitality and 

experimentation, the Bauhaus, and the failure of a new type of German government 

- a democratic republic. This period in German history, from the end of World War 

I in 1918, to Hitler's rise to power in January of 1933, is one marked by a rich, 

dynamic cultural life, and an often turbulent and chaotic political life. And in 

between were the citizens of a country trying to recover from a terrible defeat in 

World War I, and coping with modernization of all facets of society. 

The Weimar Republic has been the focus of extensive scholarly treatment, 

and this is especially true of its cultural life. But one area in which this research has 

lagged is Weimar's musical life. There are numerous critical works that explore the 

cultural life of the Weimar Republic, including books by Peter Gay, John Willett, 

Jilrgen Schebera and Barbel Schrader, and although these excellent works nicely 

tie in drama, literature, cinema, popular culture, and the visual arts, they often either 

ignore music, or only give it a cursory mention. I 

A number of individual composers have been singled out for musicological 

study, including Kurt Weill, Paul Hindemith, and Ernst Krenek, but much of that 

work has been biographical in nature. 2 (An important exception to this has been the 

1 Peter Gay, Weimar Culture : The Insider as Outsider (New York: Harper and Row, 1968), 
John Willett, The Weimar Years: A Culture Cut Short (New York: Abbeville Press; 
London: Thames and Hudson, 1984), John Willett, Art and Politics in the Weimar 
Period: The New Sobriety, 1917-1933 (New York: Pantheon, 1978), Barbel Schrader 
and Jilrgen Schebera, The "Golden" Twenties: Art and Literature in the Weimar 
Republic, trans. Katherin Vanovitch (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 
1990). 

2 Ian Kemp, Hindemith (London: Oxford University Press, 1970), Geoffrey Skelton, Paul 
Hindemith , The Man Behind the Music (London: Victor Gollancz, Ltd., 1975), John 
Stewart, Ernst Krenek: The Man and His Music (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1991), Douglas Jarman, Kurt Weill : An Illustrated 
Biography (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), Ronald Taylor, Kurt 
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large body of work that focuses on the collaborative efforts of Kurt Weill and 

Bertolt Brecht, especially The Threepenny Opera, arguably their most famous 

work.) Although the biographical studies of these composers, which include books 

by Geoffrey Skelton, Jtirgen Schebera, Ronald Sanders, Ronald Taylor, Kim 

Kowalke, and John Stewart, are important, indeed essential for a more complete 

understanding of the composer and his times, they often do not present a broader 

picture of musical life in the Weimar Republic. 

Susan Cook took a step in broadening our knowledge of Weimar musical 

life with the publication in 1988 of her book Opera for a New Republic: The 

Zeitopern of Krenek, Weill, and Hindemith. 3 Cook's book is important for a 

number of reasons. First, it seeks to place these composers and their works not 

only within a broader context of Weimar musical life, but also within the greater 

tapestry of its rich cultural life. Cook not only explores the rage for jazz, in an 

excellent chapter on jazz and popular music in Germany, but she also discusses 

concurrent artistic trends, including cabaret, and shows a parallel development 

between the Zeitopern of Hindemith, Krenek, and Weill, and these other forms of 

artistic expression. 

Cook also tackles an issue that was popular in the contemporary press - the 

presence (or not) of a crisis in opera. As she states, "writers in music and literary 

journals reviewed and critiqued aspects of current opera composition and 

production. Titles such as 'Krisis der Oper,' 'Die Krise im deutschen 

Weill: Composer In a Divided World (London: Simon and Schuster, 1991), Ronald 
Sanders, The Days Grow Short: The Life and Music of Kurt Weill (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart and Winston, 1980). 

3 Susan C. Cook, Opera for a New Republic: The Zeitopern of Krenek, Weill, and Hindemith 
(Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1988). 
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Opemschaffen,' and 'Gibt es eine Krise der Oper?' further demonstrate the 

prevailing belief that the postwar state of opera was one of uncertainty and chaos."4 

Such writer/critics as Paul Bekker, Adolf Aber, Hermann von Waltershausen, and 

even Krenek and Weill, addressed the issues surrounding the development of 

modern opera in post-war Germany. 

Discussion centers around opera written by composers born in the years 

immediately prior, and up to, the tum of the century. Younger composers, many of 

whom saw action in the army during the war' s later years, perceived the German 

musical establishment as a product of their parents' generation, of their parents' 

government, a government that had brought Germany disgrace and severe 

hardship. With the advent of the new, modem government, came a parallel need 

for an updated music, one that would seek and embrace audiences previously 

excluded from participating as spectators. 

To that end, many of the young composers sought to put the modern world 

on the operatic stage, including such modern features as telephones, cameras, chic 

Parisian hotels and apartments, and train stations, with stories that could have been 

pulled from local newspaper headlines. Critics were caught by surprise by this new 

opera, and tried as best they could to categorize it, by coining such terms as 

"Spiegel der Zeit [mirror of the times], Tempo der Zeit, and Allt.aglichkeit 

[everyday-ness] ."5 Collectively these works came to be known as Zeitopern, 

roughly translated as "topical opera." As Cook further states, 

4 ibid., 9. 

5 ibid., 4. 
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critics hailed the Zeitoper as an attempt to mirror or depict the age, to infuse 
opera with the tempo of modem culture, and to bring to the fore aspects of 
everyday life, all of which came about through the conscious effort by 
composers to find inspiration from the time in order to create a new 
relationship with their audience.6 

Musically, this was accomplished through the use of a new musical language - jazz. 

The use of jazz was intentional for it "was ... a potent political and cultural 

symbol," of America, "a country which represented both political democracy and 

cultural modernity. The use of jazz ... also helped fulfill these composers' desires 

to remove distinctions between popular and art music."7 Bridging the gap between 

popular music and art music was important, for it was felt that this was an effective 

method of distancing opera from its previously elitist attitudes, therefore making 

opera more attractive to the new audiences. 

Cook concentrates on the Zeitopern of Hindemith, Krenek, and Weill, 

works produced generally within the five year period 1924-29. These years 

correspond to the years of "relative stability" in Weimar society. After the end of 

World War I, and with the abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm, Germany was thrown 

into social, economic, and political turmoil. The early years of the Republic were 

marked by riots, strikes, and political assassinations, taking place against a 

background of rising runaway inflation, and a fledgling government's attempts at 

taking flight. 

But by 1924, many of these problems had been resolved, if only 

6 ibid. 

7 ibid., 4-5. 
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temporarily, and so for a short period of time, there was stability, joy, and freedom 

in Germany. These are the years that best represent popular images of the Weimar 

Republic. However, by focusing on this five-year period, one runs the risk of not 

seeing the larger picture - the early years of the Republic, noted for their "growing 

pains," and the later years, remembered for economic depression, and a growing 

conservativism, culminating with the appointment of Hitler as Chancellor in 

January of 1933. 

The focus of this study is on the operatic works of Paul Hindemith, Ernst 

Krenek, and Kurt Weill composed and produced during the entirety of the Weimar 

Republic, and may be seen as a complement to Cook's study. Composers and 

librettists were not only keenly aware of the modernization of German society that 

was rapidly taking place, but they reacted to this trend through their art. This is true 

not only for music (and opera, in particular, is especially apt, because of the 

marriage of words, music, and staging) but also for artists active in other media. 

There is an evident correlation between subject and mode of expression across 

artistic lines. In addition, popular culture made strong inroads into the realm of 

high art, due to a conscious effort to bring art to a wider audience. 

Chapter One will look at the turbulent early years of the Republic, and focus 

specifically on Hindemith's 1921 expressionistic one act opera, Marder, Hoffnung 

der Frauen (Murderer, Hope of Women). The uncertainty of life in Germany at 

this time found its release in Expressionism, a particularly Teutonic artistic 

movement that allowed for the expression of artists' deep-seated anxieties, 

stemming from their war experiences and the difficulties involved with 

modernization in Germany. 
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Chapter Two will look at a transitional period from the end of the runaway 

inflation of 1923-24 to the beginning of the years commonly referred to as the 

"Golden Twenties." This was a time when a new artistic aesthetic, the neue 

Sachlichkeit, or New Objectivity, appeared on the artistic scene. The representative 

work from this time is Hindemith's Cardi/lac, a work that combines expressionistic 

elements with Hindemith's emerging preference for neo-Baroque techniques. 

Hindemith's tum to the musical language of the Baroque was an attempt at creating 

a more objective musical language, one that did not try to express the composer's 

deep-seated passions and anxieties. 

The third and longest chapter coincides with the height of the "Golden 

Twenties," 1927-28. This was a peak period of activity on all fronts. The two 

representative operas in this chapter are Krenek's Jonny spielt au/ (Jonny strikes 

up the band), often referred to as the first Zeitoper, and the Bertolt Brecht/Kurt 

Weill collaboration Die Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera). These two 

works, in uniquely different ways, represent the epitome of the neue Sachlichkeit 

aesthetic. Both operas also strive to bring the modern world to the operatic stage, 

and they both rely on popular dance music and jazz in an effort to be more 

accessible to newer audiences. 

The fourth chapter will examine the growing conservativism and sense of 

despair in Germany from 1929 on. With the stock market crash in October of that 

year, Germany's economy was thrown into a tailspin, and the Nazis, previously 

marginalized on the Weimar political scene, made strong advances in elections from 

1930 on. Kurt Weill's Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt M ahagonny (The Rise and Fall 

of the City of Mahagonny) will be the focus of this chapter. This is a work that 

7 



perhaps best represents Brecht and Weill's ideals of epic theater. Mahagonny tells 

the story of a city of sin, from its founding to its demise. The opera was meant as a 

parable of modem-day Berlin, and this message was not lost on the audience. 

Although this was a popular work, it nonetheless met with a great deal of 

resistance, especially from ultra-conseivative quarters, including the Nazis, who 

condemned the work as the product of Jewish-Bolshevist minds. 

Rounding out the study will be a brief chapter examining the effect the Nazi 

party had on Germany's artistic life early in the regime. Immediately upon coming 

into power, the Nazis systematically attempted to dismantle all progressive art that 

had been produced in Germany in the previous century and a half. With these 

efforts, many of Germany's most prominent artists and thinkers emigrated to 

France, the Soviet Union, and the USA. 

8 



Chapter One 

1919-1923: The Rise and Fall of Expressionism 

9 



In October 1917, in a letter to his childhood friend, Emmy Ronenfeldt, 

Hindemith wrote: 

I have discovered an interesting journal -- das Kunstblatt -- which I am 
going to buy from now on. I don't know whether or not this type of art 
would please you; it is in an entirely 'ultra-extravagant' direction, whose 
goal is of the utmost interest to me, but whose methods I however cannot 
understand correctly. (Perhaps only not now. Perhaps I must work with it 
one day.)1 

Das Kunstblatt was a journal dedicated to expressionist artists, and the 

October 1917 issue (to which Hindemith may have been referring) was dedicated to 

the painter/playwright Oskar Kokoschka.2 In 1917, expressionism was 

experiencing a renewed popularity, and it comes as no surprise that the young 

Hindemith should be influenced by this new trend, especially considering that 

expressionism was particularly prevalent in Frankfurt, Hindemith's hometown. 

Expressionism first burst onto Germany's cultural scene in the first decade of the 

century, with the founding of such groups as Die Brikke in Dresden, a circle of 

ultra-bohemian artists, including Ernst Kirchner, Fritz Bleyel, Erich Heckel, and 

Karl Schmidt-Rotluff.3 Die Brucke was a close-knit community of artists who 

wanted to revolutionize art and life. They were influenced by the art of the French 

Fauves, and the writings of Strindberg and Wedekind. They shared a studio, and 

I My translation. The letter is found in the Hindemith Jahrbuch 2 (1972), 191. The Gennan 
text is as follows: Ich habe eine interresante Zeitschrift entdeckt - <las Kunstblatt -, 
die ich mir jetzt immer kaufen werde. Ich weiB nicht, ob diese Art Kunst Dir gefallen 
wilrde; ist die ganz >>ultrauberspannte<< Richtung, deren ziele mich auBerst 
interessieren, deren Weg ich aber nicht recht begreifen kann. (Vielleicht nur jetzt noch 
nicht. Vielleicht muB iche sie selbst einmal beschreiten.) 

2 Skelton, 52. 

3 John Willett, Expressionism (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1970), 63 ff. 
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decorated it with artifacts from Palau and Java, and with furniture in African styles 

and textures. During the time Die Brii.cke was active, they wanted to bring a new 

impetus to art, freeing it from the traditions of the nineteenth century and 

incorporating the feel of "primitive" art from around the world. They often painted 

erotic nudes with bright, flat colors. 

Another group of expressionist artists was Die Blaue Reiter.4 This group, 

which included Vassily Kandinsky, Paul Klee, and Franz Marc, was not a cohesive 

group like Die Brii.cke. They were influenced by many of the same artists as Die 

Brii.cke, especially Van Gogh and Munch. The name of the group came from the 

title of an almanac edited by Marc and Kandinsky, published in 1911, which 

featured works of artists sharing a common vision. On the cover was a 

reproduction of a painting by Kandinksy, which gave the almanac its name. Blaue 

Reiter artists tended to paint landscapes, boldly outlining physical details and using 

brilliant colors. 

Despite the variability in style among the artists of both groups, they shared 

a common emphasis on bright colors, distortion, angularity, and violent emotion. 

Expressionist artists were able to stay aware of what others were doing via such 

organs as Der Sturm, a new weekly publication launched in March, 1910, which 

was to become one of the leading publications for young writers and artists. 

The second wave of German expressionism was brought on in part by a 

growing opposition to World War I.5 Such decidedly activist journals as Die 

4 ibid., 85 ff. 

5 Willett, Expressionism, 102 ff. Chapters 5 and 6 give a detailed accounting of the effects of 
World War I and the early months of the Republic on Expressionist artists, and how 
this was made manifest in their works. 
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Aktion and Der Sturm, devoted to expressionist literature and art, helped to spread 

a growing message of the brotherhood of mankind. This message found a 

receptive audience in young artists born around the tum of the century, many of 

whom had seen duty in the war's later years. Many of these younger artists 

embraced expressionism, for it provided them with an opportunity to break with the 

perceived hegemony of German Romanticism, an aesthetic that represented the old 

order, the authoritarians who were responsible for pushing Germany into a 

disastrous war. 

A main component of expressionism was a vigorous hostility toward 

technology and the modem world. This hostility became especially apparent after 

World War I, since the technologies of that war, which included machine guns and 

poison gas, were responsible for such massive destruction of human life and, in 

fact, many young expressionist artists died within the early months of the war. 

This animosity toward technology came from the belief that the world had become 

too cold and impersonal, too superficial. These artists believed that man had lost 

touch with his essential humanity, his soul, and that it was not possible to reconcile 

this situation with the modern world. They felt the need to get back in touch with 

the soul, theirs and humanity's, a soul that was crying out for help. 

The concept of expressionism has been somewhat problematic for many 

writers. Although there were many common features among expressionist artists, 

there were also a number of differences. Common among the early expressionists 

was their rejection of authority, especially anything reminding them of Wilhelmine 

society. In addition, expressionist artists also rejected the aesthetic values of the 

bourgeoisie. But this was not simply an aesthetic revolution. There was also a 

12 



strong utopian-socialist element inherent in expressionism, that united these artists. 

Traumatized by the war, they embraced the ideal of a new age, of the "New Man," 

a community of mutual peace and brotherhood. The representation of this new age 

was prevalent in expressionist drama, and typically one of the characters would 

undergo some type of transformation by the end, a transformation that heralded the 

corning of the new age and of the new man. 

The influences on the development of expressionism were many.6 The 

early expressionists were influenced by the "dream plays" of August Strindberg, 

the despair of big city life found in the poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke, and the 

psychoanalytic theories of Sigmund Freud. In Frank Wedekind, the expressionists 

found a kindred spirit, who "by his struggle against what he believed to be the evils 

of society and of life, in his desire to establish and carry through a new programme 

of social and ethical ideas ... was a forerunner of the Expressionists."7 

In this particularly German movement, as described by John Willett, some 

of its more "teutonic" elements included a preoccupation with mystery, darkness, 

introspection, and metaphysical speculation. 8 Another important influence was the 

German Renaissance artist Matthias Grunewald. The Gothic qualities in his 

painting, including a tendency toward distortion and an indifference to Classical 

"beauty," may be seen in paintings of the early twentieth century.9 

6 ibid., 16-25. 

7 R.H. Samuel and R. HinLon Thomas, Expressionism in German Life, Literature and the 
Theatre , 1910-1924 (Philadelphia: A. Saifer, 1941), 7. 

8 Willett, Expressionism, 45. 

9 ibid. 
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Because of the interest in the unconscious, primal passions of man, 

expressionism has been defined by one writer as "dramatized daydream and 

fantasy." 10 With its social program of sloughing off the old skin of repression and 

emerging anew as a united community, expressionism became identified with the 

decline of the Wilhelmine empire. 

In all the arts, young expressionist artists "broke" the rules, whether by 

exploring new harmonic constructs in music, radically manipulating the language, 

with a resulting breakdown of "normal" syntax, or by exploring the darker passions 

of the human psyche. 11 August Stramm, one of the foremost expressionist poets, 

filled his works with dire predictions, shocking and extreme effects, and the 

infamous "Schrei," the cry of agony and ecstasy often punctuated by numerous 

exclamation points. Drama became an intense outlet for expressionism, and the 

stage became a pulpit from which playwrights sermonized on public and private 

problems. A new type of drama needed a new type of staging, often stark and 

austere, with few stage props or scenery. Violent contrasts of emotional extremes 

were favored subject matter. 

This second wave of expressionism found a home in the culture of 

Germany due to the social and political unrest that resulted from the ending of 

World War I. 12 A new type of democratic constitutional Republic was formed in 

IO Walter H. Sokel, ed., Anthology of German Expressionist Drama: A Prelude to the Absurd 
(Garden City: Doubleday, 1963), xiv . 

11 Hermann Boeschenstein, A History of Modern German Literature, ed. Rodney Symington 
(Bern: Peter Lang, 1990), 39. 

12 Willett, Expressionism, 102-129. 
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1919 in the wake of the abdication of Kaiser Wilhelm II. 13 Left to sign the Treaty 

of Versailles, which placed heavy burdens on Germany by taking all German 

colonies, reduced the size of the German standing army to no more than one 

hundred thousand soldiers and four thousand officers, and assessed the entire cost 

of the war to Germany, the Social Democratic-backed Weimar coalition faced 

numerous challenges to its authority, with the strongest corning from the 

Independent Socialists, a leftist splinter of the Social Democrats, and the 

Communist Party, a leftist splinter of the Independent Socialists. 

It was within this turbulent milieu of social and political unrest that 

Hindemith desired to create a new type of opera reflective of modern times, and it is 

not surprising that he turned to the expressionist writers for inspiration. After all, 

he shared with them his dislike for the war, and its effects, and a sense of 

restlessness with the established traditions of late nineteenth-century art. This last 

point is well illustrated in a letter Hindemith wrote in May 1917 to Emmy 

Ronnenfeldt in reaction to his teacher Bernhard Sekles' admonition that 

Hindemith's Op. 9 songs were not "usual": 

I want to write music, not song and sonata forms!! Of course, if I write 
logically and my thoughts just happen to come out in an "old" form, that's 
all right. But in 3 devil's name I am not bound to keep on thinking in these 
old patterns! ... I'm coming more and more to the conclusion that it's high 
time I shook myself free of all this conservatory nonsense .... When I really 
want to know something, there's nobody who can help me, nobody to 
whom I can talk seriously about music, because none of them has any 

ideals left: their whole art has turned into mere handicraft. 14 

13 Dctlcv Peukert, The Weimar Republic trans. Richard Deveson (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1987), 35 ff. 

14 Geoffrey Skelton, ed. and trans., Selected Letters of Paul Hindemith (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1995), 23. 
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Hindemith took up the challenge of expressionism in 1919, when he set 

Oskar Kokoschka's play Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen (Murderer, Hope of 

Women). Marder is among the earliest, if not the first, expressionist plays. 15 It 

was originally published in 1907 in Der Sturm, along with some prints supplied by 

Kokoschka. At the time of its publication, there was such an outcry that many 

subscribers canceled their subscriptions, perhaps due to the shocking nature of this 

work. Marder is a short, tense play, set in an unspecified locale, in antiquity. The 

characters consist of The Man, The Woman, Soldiers and Maidens. The stage 

directions take up almost as much space as the text, and color is important to the 

imagery throughout. In describing The Man at the beginning of the play, 

Kokoschka writes "white face, blue-armored, head-band covering a wound, with a 

host of soldiers, wild heads, grey and red head-cloths, white, black and brown 

clothes.''16 

The play' s plot centers around a conflict between The Man and The 

Woman. The Man and his host of soldiers ride up to a tower, where they encounter 

The Woman and her host of maidens. The women are afraid, since they feel the 

men know they are undefended, easy prey. The first soldier states that all creatures 

must serve the Man, and one of the maidens taunts the men, crying "Come, 

huntsman, catch us."17 This inflames the men, who insist that they "put the thighs 

l5 Willett, Expressionism, 54. 

16 Oskar Kokoschka, "Murderer, Hope of Womankind," in Seven Expressionist Plays, trans. J. 
M. Ritchie (London: Calder & Boyars, 1968), 25. 

17 ibid., 27. 
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to the beast."18 Clearly the conflict is a battle of the sexes, with the men seeing the 

women as little more than animals to be subjugated. 

Again the maidens harass the soldiers, and ask The Woman to let them drive 

off the men. Up to this point, the action has centered on the maidens and soldiers. 

It is now time for the main fight, that between The Man and The Woman. 

The Woman turns to The Man and asks him why he holds her with his 

gaze, sucking the life out of her. The Man becomes enraged, and screams to his 

men (literally) to brand the Woman. In terrible pain, and enraged at this violation 

(the branding is a symbolic rape) The Woman lunges at The Man and stabs him, 

critically wounding him. 

The soldiers, now freed of The Man, rejoice, and The Man, who is bleeding 

profusely from his wound, realizes he has been abandoned. The conflict seems to 

be resolved, with The Woman as victor. The soldiers and maidens lock The Man in 

a cage and join in a celebration. However, The Woman is still inexplicably drawn 

to The Man and cannot just let him die. She tries desperately to get to him, but no 

one has the key to the cage. 

When she reaches The Man, it turns out to be her mistake, for he is 

strengthened by her mental weakness. She tries earnestly to fight his influence, but 

with no success. When he is freed, she dies. He then kills all in his path, and 

departs. In this battle of the sexes, the obvious winner is Man, at the expense of 

the (creative and literal) life of Woman. 

In order better to understand the significance of this play, it would be 

fruitful to consider how the characters of men and women were viewed at the time 

18 ibid. 
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Marder was written. 19 In 1906, Otto Weininger published his book Sex and 

Character, which was viewed at the time as a brilliant, extraordinary work. 

Although only twenty-three at the time he wrote Sex and Character, Weininger was 

hailed as a genius whose book finally revealed the mysteries surrounding the two 

genders. 

The basic premise of Weininger 's book is that women have no inherent 

worth, beauty, or propensity for genius, and woman's true calling is reproduction 

and sexual matters, whereas the focus of men's lives is on spiritual and intellectual 

matters. Although these conclusions may make more than one feminist rise to the 

challenge today, at the time, they were considered to be novel and startling. 

According to Weininger, "the female is soulless and possesses neither ego nor 

individuality, personality nor freedom, character nor will."20 A woman's worth 

would come only from the value placed on her by a man who loved her, her beauty 

a reflection of the man's moral goodness. 

It is in the chapter "Erotics and !Esthetics" in which Weininger expounds 

his theory of love, which gives us a better idea of the meaning of the title of 

Marder. According to Weininger, 

19 Otto Weininger, Sex and Character (London: William Heinemann; New York: G. P. 
Putnam's Sons, 1906). 

20 ibid., 207 
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love represents the highest, most unattainable goal of all longing ... , 
[and] it cannot be realised in experience but must remain an idea; .. . 
it is localised on some other human being, and yet remains at a 
distance, so that the ideal never attains its realisation; only because 
of such conditions can love be associated with the awakening of the 
desire for purification with the reaching after a goal that is purely 
spiritual, and so cannot be blemished by physical union with the 
beloved person. 21 

Weininger asserts that a man who truly loves a woman cannot bear to be close to 

her, that to consummate the love would diminish it and the man's estimation of his 

beloved.22 Therefore, by loving a woman, and yet remaining distant from her, the 

man is able to show his moral superiority. This can be seen at the end of Marder, 

when The Man must kill The Woman, and everyone else. By her death, he has 

purged the taint of her love, thereby purifying himself. 

Is it justified to assume that the subtext of the play is love? Later in the 

same chapter in Weininger's book, he makes the statement "sexual union 

considered ethically, psychologically, and biologically is allied to murder."23 This 

is based on his reasoning that all people must die, therefore, procreation is 

proactively murder. In addition, when a woman marries a man, she loses much of 

her (albeit weak) self-identity, and in every way she must submit to her husband. 

Weininger considers this to be the symbolic murder of the woman. As he states, 

"Love is murder. The sexual impulse [of a man toward a woman] destroys the 

body and mind of the woman, and the psychical eroticism destroys her psychical 

21 ibid., 244 

22 ibid. 

23 ibid., 248. 
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existence."24 In short, a woman ceases to exist as herself when she is loved by a 

man. The title, Murderer, Hope of Women may therefore be explained as the 

desire of women to be loved by men, for the purpose of gaining self worth and 

value, but with the result of their psychic (and biological) death. 

Maria Tatar also considers the question of sexual murder, or Lustmord, in 

her book Lustmord: Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany.25 She makes the 

statement that "the representation of murdered women must function as an aesthetic 

strategy for managing certain kinds of sexual, social, and political anxieties, and for 

constituting an artistic and social identity,"26 and further "those who commit 

murder on canvases, pages, or screens are ... competing with the reproductive 

powers of women or aiming to transcend the laws of biological procreation 

affiliated with women's bodies."27 In other words, the murder of women is a 

response to a variety of anxieties that fundamentally reflect men's lack of control 

over the sexual and reproductive functions of women. Tatar asserts that these 

functions represent a threat to male ego boundaries,28 egos already fragile from the 

experiences of World War I, in which men's bodies were subjected to mutilation, 

while women's bodies were not.29 

24 ibid ., 249. 

25 Maria Tatar, Lustmord: Sexual Murder in Weimar Germany (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1995). 

26 ibid., 6. 

27 ibid., 7. 

28 ibid., 176. 

29 ibid., 11. 
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Although Kokoschka penned Morder prior to the outbreak of the war, this 

play may also be seen as a reaction to the proliferation of femmes fatales in literature 

around the turn of the century. These women, among them Lulu, Salome, Elektra, 

and Judith, were sexually predatory, and the images of these women no doubt gave 

rise to a fear of female sexuality. 30 

Even though The Woman stabbed The Man, an appropriation of male 

sexuality, with the penetration of the knife into his flesh, she cannot be apart from 

him. Her strength frightens The Man, and he must kill her as an act of self 

preservation. Not only that, but he must also kill his host of men who have 

succumbed to the allure of the maidens. In this respect, The Man not only 

maintains the integrity of his masculinity, he also protects the greater society from 

contamination. Just as Lulu left behind a number of male corpses, men who had 

been slave to her passion, the potential here for the same thing is great (or at least 

the perception is). The Man is the only one who can prevent this from happening, 

since he was able to resist The Woman, and, in the end, he rides off into the sunrise 

a savior, ushering in a new world. 

The question now remains as to how Hindemith's musical setting brings out 

the meaning of the text. Some general remarks on the musical organization and 

language of the setting will illustrate Hindemith's interpretation of the drama. 

Composed in 1919, this early work reveals how the young composer was trying to 

sort through his musical influences. This is especially apparent in Marder, which 

reminds one of Strauss at times, and of Wagner at others. This one-act opera (the 

performance time is under twenty-five minutes) contains a mixture of old and new 

30 ibid., 10. 
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elements. On the one hand, Hindemith set the opera for a large, late nineteenth

century orchestra, which does not explore new sound combinations. However, the 

vocal line is often angular and syncopated, a common feature of modem music. In 

addition, although there are portions of the music where a tonal center is briefly 

established, these are few and often function as moments of repose to give 

structural definition to the work. For example, the introduction opens in F minor, 

modulates to Ab minor, and cadences in C Major. There is then a two-beat rest, 

before the music moves on. In the following measures, the key changes every few 

bars, due to the chromatic nature of the music. Other places where Hindemith uses 

this procedure include m. 94, m . 198, m. 431 , m. 529 and m. 631. In each of 

these cases, Hindemith strongly cadences in a key, only to turn away from that key 

within a few measures. Only at the very end of the opera does he achieve any sense 

of tonal closure, with an extended cadence in 01 minor. This procedure allows the 

listener a temporary respite, but at the same time it propels the music forward, along 

with the action . 

Throughout the opera, extended traditional harmony competes with a dense 

chromatic texture, and this is explicit from the beginning (Example 1.1). 

Hindemith sets up a diatonic/chromatic conflict that mirrors the dramatic conflict 

between The Man and The Woman, by working with a non-diatonic pitch collection 

that at the same time allows for some sense of tonality. The very first sonority 

heard is the minor second C/Db played offstage by two horns and two trombones. 

The horns and trombones repeat this sound, then move temporarily to a major 

second, DbfEb, before settling again on C/Db. The tension that results from this 

loud dissonance is diluted by the F-minor triad that underscores the minor second. 
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Example 1.1 Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen, opening measures 

Miillig belebt 

' . ~ 
f --;== ff :::::=- / -=::::::: ff ::::::=t f Motive A 

i : p mar/cierl 

r~' 
~ ~ 

Hindemith MORDER HOFFNUNG DER FRAUEN, Op. 12 
© B. Schott's Sochne, Mainze, 1921 
©renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.S. and 
Canadian agent for B. Schott's Sochne, Mainz 

The next han11ony is the cluster Gb, Ab, B, against the CJDb minor second, 

which assumes a dominant function before returning to the F-minor triad. 

Hindemith indicated a key signature of F minor, and in m. 5 this is explicitly 

reinforced - the F-minor triad supports the five-note theme, Motive A - F, G, Ab, 

G, F. At the same time, Hindemith is also unfolding another collection of tones, a 

collection that has numerous symmetrical properties. Starting with the first 
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sonority, Hindemith rapidly spells out the collection C, Db, Eb, F/Gb, Ab, [Bb], B. 

Although the Bb is missing in the first iteration of this theme, it is filled in later in 

m. 12. As can be seen, this collection, with the missing Bb, is symmetrically 

arranged around an axis of F/Gb. This is an interesting series, for it is not 

octatonic, although the first few notes imply that it may be. Instead, it is a 

symmetrical arrangement of m2, M2, M2, m2, M2, M2, m2. It is the inherent 

diatonic/chromatic tension of this pitch collection that mirrors the dramatic conflict 

between The Man and The Woman. 

In m. 5, the horns play the motive that later becomes explicitly associated 

with The Man - Motive A. The boundary of this theme is a minor third. It is 

apparent that Hindemith is slowly expanding outward from an intervallic nucleus of 

a minor second. In the first few measures, the movement is minor second, major 

second, [minor second], and minor third. This intervallic nucleus is expanded in 

m. 9 when the theme moves to the tritone FIB. The chord progression settles on 

the subtonic of F minor (Eb major), which is then reinterpreted as the fifth of Ab 

minor. This theme is repeated, beginning in m. 14, but a minor third higher. The 

Man's motive, now played by the trumpet, outlines an Ab minor sonority, but 

instead of repeating the motive in Ab minor, Hindemith this time repeats it in B 

minor, continually expanding the melodic movement outward. By rn. 22, the 

melody has settled on D minor, while the harmony outlines a tritone progression of 

f# minor to C minor, punctuated by the off stage brass playing EbJFb, before 

cadencing in C Major, the brass loudly proclaiming CJDb, as at the beginning 

(Example 1.2) 
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Example 1.2 Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen, mm. 1-25, harmonic movement 
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Although the movement in these few measures is primarily tonal, by using 

two minor keys a minor third apart (F minor and Ab minor), Hindemith is able to 

create a dense chromatic texture, while at the same time grounding these passages in 

a tonal framework (Example 1.3). Between these two keys, ten out of the twelve 

chromatic notes are diatonic, thus also allowing for maximal chromaticism. (The 

only two pitches not diatonic to either collection are D and A.) Taking Wagner's 

Tristan as a model, Hindemith here is exploring the limits of tonal harmony, but 

without completely breaking free. 

Example 1.3 

F Minor: F 
Ab Minor: 

G Eb [E]* 
Eb pb 

F 
Gb [G]* 

*Allowing for the raised seventh leading tone. The only two pitches not diatonic 

between these two scales is B natural and D natural. 
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The harmonic tension found in the beginning is a microcosm of the dramatic 

and tonal tension in the opera. The first chorus, the soldiers' music, is chromatic, 

not settling on any single tonality. The first two notes we hear are C and di, as in 

the opening, moving chromatically up to F. Underneath this chromatic statement in 

the voices, Hindemith unfolds a large-scale whole-tone collection, over the course 

of several measures. Beginning in m. 29, the bass line repeats an ostinato figure. 

Each statement of the ostinato moves up an implied whole-tone 0 collection - C, D, 

E, p# (taking us through m. 33). When Hindemith begins the series again, he 

appears to be continuing the whole-tone 0 series on Bb, but he shifts to whole-tone 

1, beginning with the next statements (di, Eb), before slipping back to whole-tone 

0 (G#, Bb, C). Hindemith continues this procedure of alternating between the two 

whole-tone collections until the final statements, which begin respectively on C, Eb, 

Gb, and di (mm. 48-50). This quick alternation between the two whole-tone 

collections not only once again allows for maximal chromaticism, but also plays up 

the C/Db conflict on a much larger scale (Example 1.4). Although the soldiers 

pause briefly in Ab minor in mm. 44-45, they quickly move away from the stability 

of this key, and into a more chromatic texture. This is how their music is treated 

throughout. When The Woman and the maidens arrive, their music is decisively in 

Db Major. However, at their first reference to The Man (m. 112), the chromatic 

texture returns, an explicit reference to the men as the source of the dramatic and 

musical dissonance. 
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Example 1.4. Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen, mm. 29-50 
0 __!___, 0 01 ° 0 

f'h6b' . I" ~· I• o. I• 1•• i• o. I· '· • I• l• -; ~. o. \• I• 6• i;; 

The opening two notes of C/Db take on greater importance throughout the 

opera, and the tension these two pitches create when played together reflect the 

tension that will be played out over the course of the next twenty-five minutes. 

The key area of Db is associated throughout with the women. The Woman's first 

note (Example 1.5, m. 79) is Db, and a few measures later (m. 94), when the 

maidens join her, their music is in Db. When The Woman stands up to The Man 

(m. 269 ff) she sings in Cft Major, and in the climax, when she stabs The Man, the 

orchestra shrieks a four-octave Cft. The Woman's music is often tonally active, but 

centered around CftfDb. The men's music, on the other hand, is primarily 

chromatic, and their music tends to center around the minor second C/Db. Once 

The Woman has confronted The Man and stabbed him, her music then centers 

primarily around C minor/A minor. Having taken part in a violent act, an action 

that would not be unexpected from the men, she now explores more of the musical 

range associated with them. Whereas she had been singing consistently in Cft/Db, 

she now slips down to C, thus bringing her within the same C/Db tonal axis as The 

Man. While she teases him, she is accompanied by a simple C-minor pedal. Even 

when The Man appropriates the Woman's motive (m. 515, discussed below), 

singing in "her" key of Db, the bass emphasizes C minor. She taunts him, 

weakening him, and the dramatic tension between them is played up through the 

27 



juxtaposition of C/Db. As she gains confidence and strength, and continues to taunt 

The Man, she once again moves back to "her" key, ctt. Only near the very end, 

just as The Woman makes one last attempt to resist the man, do the two sing 

together in cJl/Db. 

Example 1.5 Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen, Motive B (The Woman's motive) 

DIE FRAU (laut, frei) 

Mit mein em A - Lem er fl ack-ert die blond- e schei be der 

Hindemith MORDER HOFFNUNG DER FRAUEN, Op. 12 
© B. Schott's Soehne, Mainze, 1921 
©renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.S. and 
Canadian agent for B. Schou' s Sochne, Mainz 

When The Man reaches his final cadence in ctt, it becomes clear that he has 

been transformed. At the end of the opera, everyone has been killed, and The Man 

has been purified by the bloodshed. He rides off alone, into the dawning of a new 

day. Although he has killed The Woman, he has also assimilated her, and will 

carry her forth within him. 

One of the most interesting features of this work is the relationship of the 

musical structure to the structure of the play. The opera has been described by 

Giselher Schubert as a modified sonata form (Exposition, m. 1-268; Development, 

m. 269-372; Slow Section, m. 373-528; Recapitulation, m. 529-631; Coda, m. 
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631-819).31 By imposing this overall structure onto the music, Hindemith gave a 

rather sophisticated interpretation to the play. 

The Exposition focuses on the meeting of the soldiers and maidens, and the 

ensuing battle. After the introductory instrumental opening, the soldiers enter, 

singing Motive A (theme 1). The Woman's Motive B (theme 2) is introduced later, 

at m. 79. These two themes, which characterize the two main actors, are the 

primary materials from which Hindemith constructs the musical fabric of the entire 

opera. 

In the development section, The Woman shows her strength of will by 

standing up to The Man, but is punished by being branded. She stabs him, and the 

chorus becomes afraid. From the beginning of this section, Hindemith takes the 

recognizable element of Motive B (a gap of a major 6 followed by an ascending 

minor 2nd), and fragments and inverts it. This musical reminder of The Woman is 

prevalent throughout this section, showing that The Woman is gaining in strength 

and importance. 

The slow section, not a typical feature of the sonata form, is akin to the 

tempo d' adagio of early- to mid-nineteenth-century opera, where the characters 

react to some event that has just taken place. Here The Man reacts in surprise to 

having been stabbed, and the chorus celebrates its newfound freedom with a 

wedding feast. The Woman's reaction combines remorse with her desire to be near 

The Man. The musical texture becomes less homophonic and chromatic than in the 

development section. It is also in the slow section that The Man and The Woman 

31 Gisclhcr Schubert, liner notes to WER 60132. 

29 



appropriate each other's motives to a greater extent, as the two undergo emotional 

struggles. 

The recapitulation is in some ways traditional, but in other ways not. 

Hindemith's primary focus is on the Man's transformation, and this section 

becomes more developmental in nature. It begins with Motive A (as did the 

exposition), but the key has been transposed from F minor to Bb minor. As in the 

exposition, the second theme (Motive B) is brought back by The Woman, but in a 

greatly expanded form. Her key area is Ct, the same as her earlier Db. In the 

recapitulation, Hindemith mirrors the psychological development of the exposition, 

and this is the primary interest of this section. At the beginning of the exposition, 

the women were afraid, but they soon assumed a defensive posture toward the 

soldiers. The exposition ended with the soldiers and maidens bickering. In the 

recapitulation, the action is now acted out by the two principals. 

At the beginning of the recapitulation, The Woman shows her fear of The 

Man, and as with the maidens in the exposition, she stands up to him. The 

difference between the recapitulation and the exposition, however, is that the 

recapitulation ends with a modulation (unlike a traditional sonata form, where the 

key modulates in the exposition, but remains stable in the recapitulation). The 

drama is still moving forward and The Man and The Woman exchange psychic 

energy. The key areas also modulate, to reflect this dramatic movement, Whereas 

The Man was silent (weak), and The Woman vocal (strong), this situation now 

starts to reverse; The Woman becomes weak, The Man strong. In this respect, the 

mood of the recapitulation is the antithesis to that of the exposition. Whereas the 

maidens stood up to the soldiers in the exposition, by the end of the recapitulation 
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The Woman has given in to The Man. In the coda, The Woman tries one last time 

to assert her strength, but she succumbs finally to The Man. Only after her 

surrender does the chromatic musical texture give way to c# minor. 

The psychological development of The Man and The Woman is reflected by 

an overall arch structure (Example 1.6). At the beginning of the play The Man 

rides in with the soldiers. He is silent and, although surrounded by them, is clearly 

removed from them. Slowly, during the course of the play, he becomes the central 

figure, but at the end, he is once again alone. This same psychological process can 

be seen in Bart6k's Bluebeard's Castle (1912), whereby Bluebeard becomes 

stronger at the same time that Judith becomes silent and weak. At the end, after 

Judith has joined the other wives in death, Bluebeard once again fades alone into 

the background. 
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Example 1.6 Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen, psychological development 

Exposition: 

Development: 

Slow Section: 

Recapitulation: 

Coda: 

Man rides in silently 
Maidens defensive/Soldiers aggressive 
Woman sees Man: cautious 
Soldiers and Maidens bicker 

Man brands Woman 
Woman stabs and cages Man 

Man weakens 
Soldiers and maidens celebrate 
Woman weakens; desire for Man 

Woman's confusion 
Man begins to strengthen 

Woman resists Man 
Man releases himself/Woman collapses 
Man kills soldiers and maidens 
Man rides off alone 

In choice of form, Hindemith exposes the subtlety of the play's structure. 

But structure is not the only means at his disposal to elucidate the play's meaning. 

Hindemith also employs thematic material that highlights the psychological content. 

As mentioned above, the man's Motive A is stated for the first time in m. 5. It is a 

simple, three-note diatonic theme, with a minor third boundary. It is the 

predominant musical theme for the entirety of the opera, much as The Man is the 

dominant dramatic force. 

Motive B, The Woman's motive (Example 1.5), is sung in her opening 

monologue (m. 79). The opening descending leap of a minor sixth, sung to "Mit 

einem Atem" (with my breath), is modified by the maidens (m. 101), who sing the 

motive, now a descending major sixth, to the words "Unser Frau" (Our Lady). 
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Note that The Man's minor third (the intervallic boundary of Motive A) and The 

Woman's major sixth complement each other, showing that they are connected, the 

two forming a whole. Some salient points will shed light on the use of these two 

motives to clarify meaning in the text. 

The soldiers first sing Motive A in imitative counterpoint at m. 52, in 

reference to The Man (Example 1.7). Consequently, The Man's first words are 

sung to Motive A. In other places, the soldier's chorus sings Motive A, in 

references to the Man (such as in m. 171, the closing theme of the exposition), 

singing "Whatsoever parts air and water/ Bears skin or feather or scale/ Hairy and 

naked ghost/ Him they must all serve."32 In this context The Man is equated with a 

supernatural force, although it is unclear at this point whether he is God or the 

Devil. Later, in two places, this point is clarified. After The Man has been stabbed 

by The Woman, the chorus sings "erschlagt der Teufel" (The Devil kills, mm. 350-

351), to a clear statement of Motive A, and at the end of the opera, when The Man 

has escaped his imprisonment, the soldiers and maidens, who fear him, scream 

"Der Teufel!" (The Devil), while singing a modified version of Motive A, with just 

the minor third boundary. 

32 Kokoschka, 27. 
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Example 1.7 Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen, Uses of Motive A 

m. 52 
*mm. 86-87 
*mm. 112-13 
mm. 130-131 

mm. 171-72 
m. 348 ff. 
*mm. 424-25 
*mm. 466-67 

*m. 508 ff. 

m. 595 ff. 

mm. 703-706 
*m. 716 ff. 

*mm. 749-50 

*mm. 762-64 

m. 784 ff. 

Soldiers 
The Woman 
The Woman 
TheMan 

First Soldier 
Soldiers 
Maidens 
The Woman 

The Woman 

The Man 

The Man 
The Woman 

The Woman 

The Woman 

"Lead us, White-face" 
"Like a beast": reference to Man 
"Who is this stranger?" 
"What did the shadow say?" 
(A reference to The Woman, clearly 
showing his disdain for her - to him, 
she is only a shadow of a person, not 
a whole human being.) 
"He is the air." 
"Flee the Possessed, Kill the Devil!" 
"He frightens us!" 
"I must go to him." 
(In this instance, only the minor third 
boundary is sung, but it is clearly 
recognizable as Motive A.) 
"White face! Do you frighten? Do 
you know fear? Do you sleep? Do 
you awaken? Do you hear me?" 
(Here The Woman is at a critical 
junction, for she is desperate to be 
with The Man, and is reaching out to 
him through the cage.) 
"In my dreams, or awake, I saw how 
to ensnare the creature." 
"I fear you!" (To The Woman.) 
"I will not let you live!" 
(To The Man) 
"Let go of me." 
(The Man has at this point escaped his 
bonds.) 
"I lost the key." 
(The Woman finally admits to her 
[fatal] weakness.) 

Soldiers and Maidens "The Devil!" 

34 



The Woman appropriates The Man's motive in several places. The first 

occurrence (mm. 86-87) is to the words "wie eine Bestie" (Like a beast).33 (The 

full context of this statement refers to men's desire that creeps around her "like a 

beast." Interestingly, the soldiers refer elsewhere to The Woman as a beast. Each 

sees the other as less than human.) The next time The Woman sings motive A is in 

mm. 112-15, when she asks who the stranger is, again a clear reference to The 

Man. At the beginning of the exposition (m. 269 ff.), The Woman asks The Man 

why he holds her with his gaze. In this statement, the boundary has been expanded 

to a perfect fourth, but the minor third interval is prominently featured in the 

melody. 

Just as the women appropriated The Man's motive, so do the men with The 

Woman's motive (Example 1.8). The first statement is in the accompaniment of 

m. 192 ff., when the first soldier implores The Man to "Gib dem Tier die Schenkel" 

(Put your thighs to the animal), in reference to The Woman.34 

33 ibid., 26. 

34 ibid., 27. 
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Example 1.8 Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen , Uses of Motive B 

m. 79 

m. 101 

*m. 192 ff. 

m. 198 ff. 
m. 232 ff. 

m. 275 ff. 

m. 344 ff. 

*mm. 380-81 

*mm. 415-17 

The Woman 

Maidens 

First Soldier 

Three Maidens 
Three Maidens 

The Woman 

The Man 

Soldiers 

36 

"With my breath, the blond disk of 
the sun flickers." 
"Our Lady." 
(This statement, which prominently 
displays the Major sixth interval is 
quickly answered by the soldiers to a 
similar descending melodic line, this 
one moving by the minor third F/Ab, 
to the words "Our Lord," explicitly 
reinforcing the complementarity of the 
two intervals forming a whole 
(octave), just as The Man and The 
Woman form a whole person.) 
"Put your thighs to the beast." 
(This motive is reiterated in the 
accompaniment, showing that the 
"beast" in question is The Woman.) 
"Our lady is lost in her thoughts." 
"Lady, let us leave." 
(The motive is reiterated as an 
ostinato in the accompaniment. This 
mirrors the beginning, when soldiers 
look up to The Man as their leader -
here the maidens clearly look up to 
The Woman as their leader.) 
Standing up to The Man. Asks why 
his gaze consumes her. 
As an ostinato into the Slow Section, 
The Woman has just stabbed The 
Man. (Here it is juxtaposed with 
Motive A.) 

"Senseless lust, from horror to 
horror." 
(This is a statement both by The Man 
about his senseless bloodlust. The 
use of The Woman's motive 
reinforces the futility of his 
aggressiveness.) 
"Come, Grecian maidens." 
(After The Man has been stabbed, 
they wish to celebrate a wedding 
feast.) 



Example 1.8 cont. 

*mm. 515-17 The Man "Wind that sighs, time and again." 
(The Man is weakened, and desires to 
be left alone in peace, just as The 
Woman desired solitude and peace at 
the beginning of the opera.) 

The Man, too, takes over The Woman's motive in some rather interesting 

places. After he has had The Woman branded, and has been stabbed, he sings the 

words "Sinnlose Begehr" (Senseless lust) to Motive B.35 On one level he is 

making a comment on the bloodlust that has led to his being stabbed by The 

Woman. At the same time, by the use of The Woman's motive, with its underlying 

context of woman as peace-giver, The Man is commenting on the senselessness of 

his own bloodlust. Later, when he is at his weakest, he sings of peace and 

solitude, again using her motive. 

As mentioned above, Marder contains a mixture of old and new elements, a 

general feature of llindemith' s harmonic language. Elliott Antokoletz writes 

"Hindemith's first important works following World War I tended toward an 

intensely contrapuntal, almost expressionistic chromaticism that was similar to 

Schoenberg ' s."36 This statement sheds some light on the harmonic language that 

Hindemith used throughout this work. It would be incorrect to call Marder a 

wholly tonal work, just as it would be inaccurate to refer to the musical language as 

strictly expressionistic. 

35 ibid., 29. 

36 Elliott Antokolctz, Twentieth Century Music (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1992), 285 . 
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Marder is an extremely chromatic, contrapuntally dense work. It is 

primarily in the same tradition as late nineteenth-century tonality, but the boundaries 

are stretched almost to breaking. Indeed, at many points in the opera, it seems 

those boundaries have burst, and a flood of chromatic invective gushes through the 

fissure. This is reminiscent of the Strauss of Elektra and Salome. In describing 

Elektra, Antokoletz writes "Strauss' approach to harmonic progressions, 

dissonance, and the overall symmetrical tonal scheme in Elektra represents a radical 

departure from nineteenth-century chromaticism, the new musical principles 

providing expanded possibilities for expressing the psychological symbolization of 

the drama."37 Although this statement does not apply completely to Hindemith's 

work, there are traces of this type of procedure in Marder. As mentioned above, 

this technique is evident from the beginning, when Hindemith sets up a conflict 

between C/Db, building around these two notes an unusual pitch collection with 

symmetrical properties; at the same time, he also works with the two keys of F 

minor and Ab minor (both symmetrical around the CJDb axis), allowing for 

maximal chromaticism within an ostensibly diatonic framework. These competing 

procedures continue throughout the opera, and are only resolved at the end, when 

the Man, purified and transformed, assumes the key of ct* minor. Finally, the 

CJDb conflict is resolved, as is the dramatic tension. 

Along with Marder, Hindemith wrote two other one-act operas on 

expressionistic texts, Sancta Susanna (1921, text by August Stramm) and Das 

Nusch-nuschi (1921, text by Franz Blei). The three works together seemed to 

indicate that Hindemith was interested in exploring the then fashionable 

37 ibid., 2. 
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expressionistic tendencies in art, but soon after these works premiered, he turned 

away from this musical language, and started to develop a style for which he was 

best known, his particular brand of neo-Classicism. In his later life, Hindemith 

disowned these early expressionist works. Although he may have thought of them 

as youthful indiscretions, they are exciting works. They are, after all, the product 

of a talented young composer who was exploring the new musical idioms of the 

day, in an effort to discover his personal style. 

Geoffrey Skelton, Ian Kemp, and Walter Hilse have commented primarily 

on the musical influences of these three works, especially the influence of 

Strauss.38 According to Hilse, Hindemith's works up to 1919 were "firmly 

committed to late- and post-Romantic conceptions of musical form and 

expression."39 He continues by stating that the primary influences on Marder were 

the "musico-dramatic rhetoric of . . . Salome and Elektra," and that "the same devices 

for continuity and contrast found in the Strauss operas are employed in this early 

operatic essay by Hindemith."40 Hilse outlines some of these influences, including 

the use of ascending lines in higher registers leading to a musical climax, the use of 

major keys for positive dramatic events, and "a deliberately cacophonous music" 

for dramatically tense moments.41 

38 In addition to discussion in the Kemp and Skelton books, there is also a discussion of the 
musical influences of Marder in Walter Bruno Hilse, Factors Making for Coherence 
in the Works of Paul Hindemith, 1919-1926 (Ph.D. diss. Ann Arbor: University 
Microfilms, 1972). 

39 Hilse, 6. 

40 ibid. 

41 ibid., 7. 
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Kemp and Skelton primarily discuss the interest of the text, paying little 

attention to the music. According to Ian Kemp, the three-one act operas 

were largely responsible for [Hindemith's] early reputation as a 
provocateur. But their texts, sensational though they are, were typical 
products of the postwar years and it was only to be expected that Hindemith 
should feel drawn to Oskar Kokoschka's Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen 
(Murder, Hope of Women) and August Stramm's Sancta Susanna, both of 
which were first published in an influential avant-garde magazine Der 
Sturm. Expressionism was a powerful force and Kokoschka and Stramm 
were major expressionists, providing fashionable texts for which 
Hindemith, without undue reflection, could set to music. 42 

Kemp further states that "Morder, Hoffnung der Frauen is an autobiographical and 

elemental outpouring of sexual conflict," and that "what makes the opera . . .less than 

a success is the disparity between the perfunctory music . . . and the obscurity of the 

text."43 Geoffrey Skelton states that Hindemith's 

choice of subjects for his first efforts at dramatic music had probably been 
dictated mainly by the prevailing fashion of expressionism - particularly 
strong in Frankfurt, where plays by Hasenclever and Kaiser and others had 
their first performances - and not by any deep personal identification with 
it.44 

It is perhaps unfair to claim that Hindemith set these expressionist texts simply 

because they were fashionable. Indeed, as the letter that opened this chapter 

shows, Hindemith certainly expressed his enthusiasm over his "discovery" of a 

new kind of art. In addition, it may be argued that it was the nature of the texts of 

42 Kemp, 10. 

43 ibid. 

44 Skelton, 64 . 
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the three one-act operas, and not the musical setting, that may have accounted for 

the works lack of success. After all, Hindemith's settings reflect the popular 

musical influences of Strauss and Wagner, something the opera-going audience 

would have been only too happy to accept. But the texts, with their frank treatment 

of issues relating to sexuality, may have been too much for the audiences to bear 

witnessing.45 

Marder and Das Nusch-nuschi were premiered together on June 4, 1921 at 

the Landestheater in Stuttgart, conducted by Fritz Busch. There was a scandal at 

the premiere, caused by the quotation of a fragment from Tristan in Das Nusch-

nuschi. Das Nusch-nuschi tells the story of a drunken field-marshal!, Kyce 

Waing, who is framed for having an affair with the Emperor's four wives. The 

punishment is castration, and when is sentence is read, the Tristan quotation 

highlights this moment. Intended as humorous, the effect was quite the opposite.46 

The two works, along with Sancta Susanna, were performed on the same 

bill on March 26, 1922, at the Frankfurt Opera, conducted by Ludwig Rottenburg. 

This was the premiere of Susanna, and once again, Hindemith's operas created a 

scandal. The three operas were only performed a few more times after this 

performance. 

Although Hindemith thought of expressionism as a new art, the question 

remains just how new this art was. Although expressionist artists certainly saw 

45 The scandal that resulled from the performances were reported in various newspapers, 
including the Darmstadt Tageblatt (March 29, 1922), the Frankfurter Zeitung (April 
11, 1922), the Berliner Borsen-Courier (April 9, 1922), and the Vossicher Zeitung 
(April 12, 1922 and May 2, 1922). 

46 Skelton, 63. 
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themselves as breaking from the aesthetics of the nineteenth-century, in many ways 

they had reinvented the wheel. According to David Neumeyer, 

this modernism, paraded about as a truly revolutionary doctrine, was 
fundamentally an extreme extension of old postures of the nineteenth
century romantics, a romantic modernism that held dear the old, convenient, 
polarities: 'the alienated artist against the complacent bourgeoisie, the avant 
garde against the academy, the outsider against the establishment. ' 47 

However, this expressionistic intensity, which mirrored the chaotic early 

years of the Republic, soon gave way to a newer artistic temperament, one that 

reflected the stability found within German society after 1923, with the stabilization 

of the economy. The government introduced currency reforms in 1923, 

necessitated by runaway inflation, which brought some much needed relief to the 

German people. With this reform, a new period of opportunity and growth was 

ushered in. With this change in the social fabric of German culture came a change 

in the cultural fabric. 

This new·aesthetic was called neue Sachlichkeit, or New Objectivity. 

Where expressionism had rejected modem technology, this newer aesthetic 

embraced it. The translation of this term only roughly captures the essence of its 

meaning, with other implications of sobriety, and a lack of outward emotion. As 

stated by Schrader and Schebera, "the spectator seemed to be confronted by an 

impartial, objective, sober depiction of reality, beyond human control. Nature, 

47 David Neumeyer, The Music of Paul Hindemith (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 
8. 
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people, things and settings seemed to have been placed in a test tube, a vacuum."48 

This new type of art was practiced by 

a new generation of artists who, once the storm of pamphlets and 
manifestos and the cries of Expressionist protest against war had died 
down .. . responded to the growing urbanization of lifestyles by seeking to 
combine traditional forms of anistic expression with new materials and 
techniques drawn from the world of production.49 

This ideal was epitomized by the Bauhaus, a school of design and 

architecture founded by Walter Gropius. Gropius felt that an should be in the 

service of the populace, and envisioned people working together in cooperative 

efforts to improve their lives. To this end, his school trained architects and 

designers to incorporate new technologies, instead of shying away from them. 

Founded in 1919 in Weimar, the Bauhaus immediately embraced the ideal of 

bridging the gap between artist and craftsman.50 The goal was mass production of 

quality goods of anistic merit. By introducing students to basic concepts of design, 

composition, and the selection and use of materials, the hope was that they would 

come out of the Bauhaus with the skills necessary to earn a living. Gropius 

managed to collect an impressive faculty for the Bauhaus, which included Paul 

Klee, Vassily Kandinsky, Lyonel Feininger (who designed the cathedral on the 

cover of the Bauhaus Manifesto), and Oskar Schlemmer. 

48 Schrader and Schebcra, 151. 

49 ibid., 149. 

so Frank Whitford, Bauhaus (London: Thames and Hudson, 1984), 11-12. 
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The neue Sachlichkeit aesthetic also influenced composers, and Hindemith 

is often credited with being one of the main proponents of this new style. After the 

premieres of his one-act operas, Hindemith steadily moved away from the 

expressionistic, chromatic idiom of these works. In such pieces as the Kleine 

Kammermusik (1922), with its contrasting timbres, clear lines, and debt to 

eighteenth-century dance music tradition, Hindemith blended both modem and 

ancient elements. 51 

In particular, Hindemith's main debt is to the music of the Baroque, and this 

may be seen in his preference for Baroque forms and procedures, such as concerto 

grosso, passacaglia, and fugue. It may also be seen in his use of traditional 

rhythmic patterns, his sense of formal balance, and his propensity to differentiate 

timbres. On this last point, Hindemith tried to break away from the ultra-Romantic 

tendency of writing for a large orchestra, which featured sensual string writing. 

Instead, Hindemith explored writing for woodwinds and brass, elevating them to a 

position equal to the strings within the orchestra, as in his 1925 Concerto for 

Orchestra. In this work, Hindemith divided the instruments into families, and often 

used them in smaller combinations of obbligato instruments. Here he treated the 

full orchestra as a chamber orchestra. 

While there is still a great amount of harmonic dissonance in the works of 

this transitional period, it is a result of the strongly linear, chromatic, contrapuntal 

writing. Bass lines are freed from the responsibility of supplying the harmonic 

foundation, and the harmony in these works is rich and dense. Hindemith does still 

employ triadic structures, but they tend to be used at structurally important places, 

51 Kemp, 12-13. 
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as moments of repose and punctuation. According to Skelton, "however far ... 

[Hindemith] may have ranged in his harmonic journeys, he always came back with 

the concluding notes of a piece to a simple tonic chord, depositing the listener after 

a flight into imaginative realms back on firm ground."52 This technique is used 

heavily in his 1925 opera Cardi/lac, which is discussed in the next chapter. 

Also showing his debt to the eighteenth century, Hindemith started to 

compose more chamber music. This was partly out of necessity, for Hindemith 

had formed his own quartet, the Amar Quartet, and they had a demanding 

performance schedule. But it also reflected a shift in his aesthetic aims. Like many 

artists active in the early 1920s, Hindemith was trying to reach a wider audience, 

and one way he was able to do this partly was by bringing popular music into his 

"serious" compositions. A good example is the Suite '1922' for solo piano. 

Hindemith had long been active with the popular music scene, since as a young 

man he had played in taverns and cinemas as a way of supplementing his mother's 

income after the death of his father. The Suite's five movements show this affinity 

with the music of the day, with such titles as Shimmy, Boston, and Ragtime. Also, 

the Kammermusik No. 1 with Finale (1921), features accordion, trumpet, and 

percussion, showing an affinity for a jazz sound. He was one of the first 

composers to explore this new possibility. 

This procedure did not go unnoticed by Hindemith's contemporaries, 

including his biographer Heinrich Strobel, who first tried to define a musical 

equivalent of the neue Sachlichkeit in a special issue of Anbruch entitled 

"Problems of New Music." According to Cook, 

52 Skelton, 15. 
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Strobel 's definition was two-sided. Musical Neue Sachlichkeit could 
possess a thorough grounding in modem culture or it could rely on pre
nineteenth-century or abstract forms .... Showing the correspondence 
between contemporary music and art in the common renunciation of 
expressionism, Strobel first defined a dedication to the everyday, present in 
much European music and demonstrated by the assimilation of popular 
dance elements and the rhythms of jazz, as evidence of a musical Neue 
Sachlichkeit.53 

Cook states that "this second aspect of Strobel's definition suggests that the concept 

of neo-classicism ... overlapped with the understanding of musical Neue 

Sachlichkeit in the 1920s."54 But it was the first part of this definition, the 

embracing of modem popular culture, as epitomized in such works as Jonny spielt 

auf and The Threepenny Opera, for which musical neue Sachlichkeit is best 

remembered today. 

Hindemith, with his use of absolute forms and Baroque techniques, acts as 

a transitional figure from the ultra-emotionalism and ultra-chromaticism of 

expressionism, to the sobriety and rationality of Jonny. Hindemith's first great 

opera, Cardillac, best exemplifies this transition, and is discussed in the following 

chapter. 

53 Cook, 31. 

54 ibid. 
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Chapter Two 

1924-1926: The New Objectivity 
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In 1924, Hindemith's attention turned once again to opera. With the 

premieres of the three one-act operas behind him, Hindemith felt it was time to 

tackle a full-length project. 1 To that end, he wrote his publishers of his plans, and 

started the search for a suitable libretto. It seems that Hindemith had some definite 

ideas from the beginning as to what was a suitable subject for a libretto, and he 

expressed his thoughts in a letter of April 4 to his publishers thus: 

The problem of opera texts has again been very much on my mind recently, 
and I can tell you in strict confidence that (first) there is a prospect of my 
getting a brand new libretto from Romain Rolland .. . and that (second) Franz 
Blei has promised me one very shortly .... A South Seas subject, or indeed 
any other theme with very pronounced exotic colouring, seems to me 
somewhat dangerous. One can never get entirely away from those eternal 
and very cheap exotic musical effects that are a European invention anyway, 
and always suggest (to me at least) an attempt to find a way out of the cul
de-sac in which modem opera is stuck - a weak attempt at that. .. . As far as 
I am concerned, an opera can be set in a factory, in the streets of a large 
modem city, in a railway station, or anywhere else you like (I am not of 
course restricting the action to such places, all I am trying to say is that I 
don't think a good opera has to contain a heavy shot of romance), it doesn't 
have to be naturalistic, veristic, or symbolic. The main thing is that one 
should be able to write some real music for it - and I think I could do that 
now.2 

Hindemith eliminated several potential librettos. He even rejected the possibility of 

composing a Faustian opera to a libretto by Bertolt Brecht. In another letter to 

Schott, this one dated June 20, 1925, Hindemith briefly explained his reasons: 

I have received your opera synopsis. Unfortunately, I am not at all happy 
with it. It is the precise opposite of what I mean by an opera, for all sorts of 
reasons that would take me too long to set down here. In practical terms, 

I Skelton, 80-81. 

2 Skelton, Hindemith Letters, 36. 

48 



what weighs against it is its extraordinarily strong resemblance to "The 
Masked Ball" and many other operas, the themes of which [Brecht] has just 
dressed up in modern clothes. In that way an opera text is not of course 
difficult to invent, and there are quite enough of those around already. For 
that reason (though not alone for that reason), there is no such thing as 
modern opera. With the best will in the world one cannot give the things 
that are being performed in theatres as contemporary opera today the name 
of modern opera. It is the same old sauce over and over again, just stirred 
around a bit differently.3 

Hindemith finally decided to set Ferdinand Lion's Cardi/lac later that same 

year. Based on E.T. A. Hoffmann's short story Das Fraulein von Scuderi, Lion's 

adaptation took as its primary source an 1860 adaptation by Otto Ludwig.4 Soon 

after receiving the libretto, Hindemith immediately started work on the score, 

finishing the first act by the end of November, and the second act by the end of 

February 1926. The problem for Hindemith and Lion was the ending; how to kill 

Cardillac, and yet engender sympathy for him. However, by the end of May, 

1926, that problem had been solved, and Hindemith had completed the score. 

(Indeed, Hindemith had written much of the music of the third act before receiving 

the rest of the libretto, and adapted the text to his music.) 

The story is that of the goldsmith Cardillac, a man so obsessed with his 

creations that he is compelled to murder his customers and retrieve the missing 

pieces. It is perhaps surprising that Hindemith would chose such an outwardly 

Romantic libretto for his source, considering the decidedly neo-Baroque direction 

of his musical style in the mid twenties. According to Geoffrey Skelton, 

3 ibid., 39. 

4 Skelton, 81. 
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It could have been no easy matter to adapt the complicated story to 
conform with Hindemith's desire for a structure based on a succession of 
musical numbers in a variety of strict polyphonic forms. He saw this as an 
attempt to objectivise the action by deliberately clothing the romantic subject 
in a contrasting framework.5 

Cardi/lac is a number opera that blends the expressionistic musical language of the 

three one-act operas with the objectivity of absolute musical forms and neo-Baroque 

features, a manifestation of musical neue Sachlichkeit. There is a constant 

balancing act of the two elements from the beginning. The opera opens with an 

instrumental fugato prelude, and immediately proceeds into the first scene, which 

takes place in a crowded seventeenth-century square in Paris. The mob is 

extremely agitated, and the first words of the opera are "Morder!, Morder!" There 

is a murderer loose in the streets of Paris, and the people are frightened, accusing 

each other possibly of being the murderer. As Neumeyer rightly points out, 

the orchestral prelude to Act 1 already suggests the separate musical and 
dramatic themes, yet implicitly unifies them: the music announces 
objectivity, but at the same time, through its slightly too rapid tempo and 
unnecessarily pointed rhythms and dynamics, provides a dramatic 
complement to the disquiet and confusion of the crowd.6 

The provost marshal enters and tries to allay the fears of the townspeople. 

It is only with the appearance of Cardillac, who silently walks through the crowd to 

the accompaniment of the tenor saxophone, that the crowd is able to quiet down. 

Obviously, the folk of the town have a great deal of respect for their goldsmith. 

5 ibid., 82. 

6 Neumeyer, 172. 
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When the crowd parts, a Lady of the court and the Cavalier come to the 

fore. She asks about the mysterious man, and The Cavalier explains that he is 

Cardillac, the very famous goldsmith. He then goes on to explain that there is a 

dark cloud hanging over Cardillac, for all of his customers end up murdered, and 

their jewels stolen. The Lady asks if The Cavalier loves her, and when he replies in 

the affirmative, she asks that he buy for her Cardillac's most beautiful item. 

The next piece, The Cavalier's aria, has all the features of an agitato aria. 

The Cavalier is torn by indecision. Should he risk almost certain death for the love 

and favors of his lady, or should he disappoint her, and risk losing her, but remain 

alive? This is a highly dramatic moment, announced by the woodwinds and upper 

strings trilling on a double forte Ct, creating a sense of his inner tension for the 

audience. The Cavalier enters, and his cry to Justice rises to a high Bb, which is 

held out before it descends to an Pl, then leaping down an octave (Example 2.1). 

The strings enter with an unrelenting, driving, rhythm which, coupled with the 

double forte dynamic, propels the piece forward. 
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Example 2.1 Cardillac, The Cavalier's Aria 
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The melcxlic line explores The Cavalier's full tenor range, and is liberally 

sprinkled with numerous coloratura passages (m. 3, mm. 11-13, mm. 21-28, mm. 

33-40, etc.). When The Cavalier makes the decision to follow his heart (m. 41 ff., 

the return of A) the coloratura passage on Herz alerts the listener to his decision. 

As he prepares to leave for Cardillac' s workshop, the accompaniment becomes 

fragmented, as does his line, suggestive of the fear he is feeling. This passage 

evokes the image of a man whose heart is racing, with its insistent timpani and 

contrabass downbeats, and the breathless quality of the fragmented lines. It is 

obvious that The Cavalier must leave at once for Cardillac's shop, before he loses 

his nerve. 
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The following scene opens in The Lady's room, where she anticipates the 

evening of passion that is soon to follow, and the jewel that The Cavalier will bring 

her. She is burning with desire for him, and in the final piece of the first act, The 

Cavalier comes to her room with a golden belt and is subsequently killed. Whereas 

we might expect at this point to have a passionate love duet, Hindemith instead 

chose to set this as a purely instrumental piece, a "pantomime" for two flutes. 

This scene represents the dramatic and emotional climax of the first act, and 

Hindemith takes control at this point by inserting a dose of objectivity and 

detachment through the use of a highly contrapuntal, instrumental musical texture. 

To have allowed a love duet would have created the danger that the audience would 

become overwhelmed by the characters' strong emotional state, and therefore 

identify with them once they fell victim to Cardillac's violence. Although Cardillac 

is not revealed as the killer to the other characters until the end of the opera, setting 

up audience identification with the victims early in the opera could very well have 

prevented the audience from sympathizing with Cardillac in the end. 

It was important to Hindemith and Lion that this transformation, from the 

revulsion at the violence to sympathy for the killer, take place. Although there is 

certainly a sense of disgust over the acts of violence, there is also sympathy for 

Cardillac's plight.7 He is the epitome of the romantic-ideal artist, someone who 

creates his art more for himself than for his public. In fact, by killing his customers 

and retrieving the gold, Cardillac is clearly showing that he does not feel anyone is 

worthy of owning his works, into which he has poured his soul. Cardillac is 

7 Giselher Schubert, liner notes to WER 60148/49-50, 8. 
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alienated from his society for the sake of his art, and in this respect he is clearly a 

Romantic figure. 

Although Cardillac is the hero, or perhaps anti-hero, of the opera, he does 

not become a central figure of the action until the second act, which takes place 

entirely in his workshop. From the start, the audience is clued into his mental state 

as he sings a passionate love arioso, perhaps to replace the unfulfilled love duet 

from Act 1. However, the object of this love is not a woman, but rather his 

handiwork. This was a clever move on Hindemith's part, for the same reason as 

the flute duet in Act 1: by allowing the audience to empathize with Cardillac before 

he is revealed as the murderer, they are better able to forgive him at the end of the 

opera. 

At the end of the arioso, The Gold Dealer enters Cardillac's workshop, 

crossing himself before he does so. Cardillac sees this and challenges The Gold 

Dealer on his reasons. The Gold Dealer, who is suspicious of Cardillac, is out to 

prove that he is the murderer for whom the city is searching. As they leave to check 

a gold sample, Cardillac calls to his daughter to mind the store. 

The Daughter enters and sings a stunning aria, reflecting her own 

indecision. She has received a marriage proposal from The Officer, and although 

she loves him, she also feels an obligation to remain with her father, since he has 

no one. This aria, and The Cavalier's aria in the first act, function similarly in that 

both characters are tom by indecision. When The Officer arrives to take 

The Daughter away, she refuses to go. But The Officer is not so easily dissuaded, 

and vows to challenge Cardillac for his daughter's hand. 
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At this point Cardillac returns, and The Daughter tells him that she has 

received a marriage proposal. Seemingly distracted, her father casually dismisses 

her, saying it is perfectly all right with him that she leave. The Daughter is 

confused by this. When The Officer returns, Cardillac tells him he may have his 

daughter, since his work is the most important thing to him. The Officer suspects 

that Cardillac has a particular weakness for his golden creations, and insists on 

buying something, even though there is certainly a risk involved. He manages to 

get Cardillac to part with a gold chain. This is obviously no small matter, for in the 

next scene, Cardillac refuses to sell to the King (because he does not want to have 

to kill the King). After everyone leaves, and as the sun is setting in his workroom, 

Cardillac reprises his arioso. However, he feels a great loss because of the missing 

piece; it gnaws at him, and the promise of a new creation cannot take its place. 

Cardillac vows to retrieve the chain. At the end of the act, Cardillac holds up the 

golden belt that The Cavalier had purchased for The Lady, and proceeds to clean the 

blood stains off of it. Only at this point, the very end of the second act, is Cardillac 

revealed to the audience as the murderer. 

In the third act, Cardillac goes to a tavern, and attacks The Officer, 

wounding him, but not mortally. The Gold Dealer, who has witnessed the assault, 

runs off to denounce Cardillac, and when the officials enter, The Officer, taking 

pity on Cardillac for the sake of his daughter, instead denounces The Gold 

Dealer as the possible murderer. The crowd closes in, and Cardillac eventually 

reveals himself as the murderer. The crowd is unwilling to believe that their 

beloved goldsmith is the murderer, but when he confesses, they become enraged 

and fall upon him. The Officer tries to stop the attack, but Cardillac dies. 
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Although Hindemith was trying to avoid writing a Romantic opera, the 

expressionistic elements, from the awe and respect accorded Cardillac by the 

society, to the passionate love Cardillac expresses for his works of art, and his total 

isolation from society, create a Romantic atmosphere, not surprising, considering 

the source for the libretto, a novella by E.T. A. Hoffmann. 

The musical language of Cardillac also contains expressionistic features that 

serve to illustrate musically those expressionistic elements of the text. A brief 

discussion of some of these moments will show this interconnection between music 

and text. There are points where the musical language is chromatic and dense, 

almost atonal, such as the Dialogue between The Lady and The Cavalier (no. 3), in 

which the melodic line is somewhere between recitative and arioso, with an atonal 

accompaniment . In this scene, the dramatic tension is brought to the fore with the 

discussion of Cardillac and the murders, and especially when The Lady potentially 

places The Cavalier in mortal danger with her request. The Dialogue opens with a 

D minor 7 flourish between the violin and viola, but tension is already hinted at 

with the CID simultaneity that marks the borders of this figure. This same dyad is 

held out for two measures by the clarinet and bass clarinet, while The Lady sings. 

Her melody (Example 2.2) begins in D minor, but ends on Ab. The D minor 

tonality is downplayed by the lack of leading tone, and by the punctuation in m. 2 

of a Bb minor with added major 7 and minor 9 chord in the strings (Bb - Db - F - A 

- C). The strings continue in the next several measures with chromatic interjections 

that further downplay any sense of diatonicism, while at the same time the spacing 

of the chord hints at diatonicism, with an implied V over I in the key of Bb minor. 

In m. 3 each line has a chromatic figure, beginning on E, C, and Bb for the violins, 
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violas and violoncellos respectively, which is supported by an F# in the bass. 

Because of the linear chromaticism, and the vertical dissonances (there is a tritone 

boundary between the outer voices for the first four pitches, then a Major 9, octave, 

and Major 9), there is little sense of diatonic movement. This pattern continues in 

the following six measures. 

Example 2.2 Cardi/lac, Dialogue 
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Example 2.2, cont. 
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Meanwhile, The Cavalier explains the mystery surrounding Cardillac to the 

Lady. His line is disjointed and angular, and again, any sense of diatonic tonality is 

obscured. Although his first statement starts in Bb minor, it does not end in the 

same key. The theme is bound by the F - B tritone (a musical referent to Cardillac, 

whose theme is also bound by the F - B tritone), which dilutes the clarity of Bb 

minor. As The Cavalier continues, his line becomes more chromatic, and his music 

is punctuated by several dissonant pizzicato chords in the strings as he becomes 

more agitated; first C - D - E - G# (an incomplete whole-tone 0 collection), then B -

c# - A - F (an incomplete whole-tone 1 collection), and finally A - B - A# - F#. 

Once The Cavalier mentions Cardillac's name (B - F) the woodwinds enter on a 

sustained chord. This collection, p# - G# - B - C# - G - C, is spelled out to 

maximize its inherent dissonance and tension. The pairings of the major seconds in 

the low woodwinds, and the quiet dynamic marking together create an air of ooth 

mystery and danger. With the mention of Cardillac's name, the musical 

punctuation creates an air of uneasiness, foreshadowing events that will later 

unfold. 

In these opening measures, Hindemith consistently hints at diatonic 

movement, but he continually undermines it by the use of linear chromaticism and 

vertical dissonance. This procedure helps to create the tension that surrounds 

Cardillac and lends itself well to this type of atonal musical idiom. 

The meter and the rhythm also enhance the expressionist nature of the text. 

In the first fifteen measures, there are ten meter shifts, which prevent the listener 

from establishing any sense of a consistent rhythmic pattern. The rhythm is further 

obscured by the instrumental entrances occurring on odd beats. The recitative-like 
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setting of the vocal line, which emphasizes the natural rhythm of the text, further 

obscures the meter. Taken together, these musical elements create a feeling of 

instability, mystery, and potential danger. 

Cardillac , however, is not an entirely expressionistic opera, and in many 

ways it is representative of Hindemith's emerging neo-Baroque musical style of the 

1920s.8 One of the clearest neo-Baroque techniques in Cardillac is Hindemith's 

treatment of formal structures. Cardillac is an architectonically shaped opera in 

three acts, with the first and third framing the second (discussed below). Ritomelli 

punctuate several of the individual numbers, allowing for a clear perception of 

formal structure. In addition, Hindemith employs a type ofjortspinnung. Not 

content simply to repeat a passage, Hindemith frequently works out the melodic 

material, allowing for an organic expansion from a seed idea. This lends 

considerable coherence to the work as a whole, and points to a sophisticated, freely 

developing monothematicism. 

Other Baroque features include the use of fugue, especially in the Prelude 

(No. 1), and the Pantomime (No. 6), and variation techniques, seen in the 

Passacaglia (No. 17). Hindemith treats his instrumental textures as blocks of 

homogeneous sound, often using the woodwinds, brass and strings as independent 

instrumental families, or mixing strings with woodwinds or brass. Rarely does 

Hindemith use the woodwind and brass together, unless they are part of a tutti 

passage. From a harmonic perspective, much of the dissonance in the opera is a 

direct result of the linearly conceived, contrapuntal writing, in which harmony is 

created from the convergence of the disparate musical lines. 

8 This aspect of the opera receives a thorough discussion by both Neumeyer and Hilse. 
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The melodic lines run the gamut from long, expressive, and tuneful 

(particularly The Daughter's exquisite aria, no. 8), to chromatic, dense, and 

expressionistic (especially Cardillac's aria, no. 13, which has a highly chromatic, 

rhythmically complex unison accompaniment in the strings and woodwinds). 

Much of the time, however, the melodic writing in the voice or in the instrumental 

texture tends to be spun out in Baroque style (for example, Cardillac's no. 11 

Scene, and the Quartet, no. 15). In Cardillac's no. 11 (Scene), this procedure is 

especially evident in mm. 14-22. He reiterates a triplet figure from the beginning of 

the piece (F - E - A - Ab). Two measures later, he varies and expands the figure 

(F# - A# - A - c# I G# - A - B - f#). By the third statement, the figure is greatly 

varied and expanded, and covers four measures (G - f# - B - Bb IF - Bb - A - DI 

G - B - C - Db/ C - Eb - Bb - Db - Ab). Hindemith is not content to restate his 

musical ideas, but constantly varies them, while at the same time leaving intact the 

recognizable core melodic idea. In the above example, it becomes clear that 

Hindemith is taking a small, cellular musical idea and developing it to its potential. 

Neumeyer comments on this procedure in reference to the opening prelude when he 

states that the theme is "characteristic ... of melodic construction in Hindemith's 

New Objective linear counterpoint: cells of diatonic figures mixed without regard 

for key origins.''9 Even in his da capo arias, Hindemith makes subtle changes in 

the accompaniment, giving the work a dynamic, ever-changing quality. Perhaps 

this is one reason Ian Kemp refers to Cardillac as active music in active 

surroundings, in which "the emphasis [is placed] on action rather than reflection."10 

9 Neumeyer, 172. 

10 Kemp, 19. 

61 



It would not be accurate, however, to say that Cardillac is simply "active" 

music (in the sense that action takes place on stage). When looking at the dramatic 

function of the individual pieces, there are many that stand out for their dramatically 

inactive quality. This is especially true of the first act, which gradually progresses 

toward increasing dramatic activity. Of the six pieces in the first act, only two 

(No. 3 and No. 6) are dramatically active. The others instead treat the characters' 

psychological states (the fear of the crowd in no. 1; The Cavalier's indecision in no. 

4; The Lady's burning passion of no. 5). Even the second piece, where the provost 

marshall addresses the crowd is dramatically static. Due to an overall lack of 

dramatic action, Act 1 is set up as a kind of large-scale prelude to the real action, 

which occurs in the second and third acts. 

This is not to say that the first act is entirely static. Motion is partly 

achieved by the restless quality of the music (such as the crowd's opening scene, 

with its fortissimo, fast, chromatically ascending line reflecting the crowd's 

anxiety), and also by the fluid interconnection of the individual pieces. The first 

four pieces, forming the first scene in the square, are performed without any break, 

as are the last two pieces. There is a break between no. 4 and no. 5, for the sake of 

allowing the scene change (from the square to The Lady's bedroom). 

There is also a strong sense of tonal motion throughout the opera. Although 

it is difficult in many places to define tonality, there are clear cadences that articulate 

large-scale tonal movement. The first act progresses from G# Major to Bb Major, 

but between pieces, Hindemith is especially careful to end a previous piece on the 

leading tone of the tonality that will open the following piece (i.e. no. 1 ends inf# 

minor, no. 2 opens in G minor; no. 2 ends in c# minor, and no. 3 begins in D 
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minor). This relationship is consistent through Act 1, with the exception of the 

transition from no. 5 to no. 6, in which the key remains the same - Ct major 

(Example 2.3). 

Example 2.3 Cardillac, key scheme 

Act 1 

1. G# Major 
2. G Minor 
3. D Minor 

4. Ct Minor 
5. C# Major 
6. Ct Major 

Act2 

7. D Minor 
8. D Minor 
9. F Minor 
10. Bb Major 
11. C# Major 
12. F Minor 
13. B Major 

Act3 

14. pt Minor 
15. G# Minor 
16. Eb Minor 
17. C# Minor 
18. Eb Major 

B Major 
D Minor 

C# Minor 

Bb Minor 

C# Major 

D Minor 
D Minor/B Major 
C#Minor 
D Minor/B Major 
Bb Major 
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Bb Minor 
DMinor 

pt Major 
C# Minor 
CMinor 

D Major 
C# Major 
Bb Major/Minor 

DMinor 
FMinor 
EMinor 
C# Major 
Eb Minor 
pt Major 
B Minor 

G# Minor 
D#Minor 
D#Minor 
Eb Major 
Eb major 



There is also a sense of motion in some of the numbers due to the 

psychological development of the characters. (Kemp does state that the lack of 

character development is one way in which Hindemith maintained an objectivity, 

but this is not entirely the case, for if there were little character development, there 

would be little dramatic impetus, certainly not a flaw of the libretto.)11 For 

example, the main function of The Cavalier's aria is expression of his indecision. 

However, by the end of the aria, he has decided that he will risk almost certain 

death for the sake of his lady. Therefore, by reaching this decision, the piece, 

while remaining dramatically inactive (nothing tangible takes place on stage), is 

psychologically active, giving motion to the aria. 

The main action of the opera takes place in the second and third acts. In the 

second act, the focus shifts directly to Cardillac. The act takes place entirely in his 

workshop, and he opens and closes the act with the same arioso. Cardillac, who 

did not have a role in the first act, sings in five of the seven numbers, three of 

which are solos. The rest of the time, he reacts to characters as they present 

themselves to him, i.e. The Gold Dealer, The Daughter, and The Officer. In these 

pieces, the staging is active, starting with the arrival of The Gold Dealer, as he 

basically interrupts Cardillac's reverie with his golden creations, to discuss the 

mundane matter of sales. Also, the Scene, no. 11, while a solo for Cardillac (The 

King appears in a mute role) is dramatically active. 

In the second act, secondary importance is placed on The Daughter and The 

Officer. Although they do have a love duet, it is sung within the context of their 

reaction to Cardillac; The Daughter cannot leave her father, and The Officer has 

11 ibid. 
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vowed to break Cardillac's hold over her. Even in this piece, Cardillac is still the 

focus. 

In the third act, equal importance is given to Cardillac, The Daughter and 

The Officer. In this act, Cardillac does not sing any solos, but he appears in three 

of the five ensembles. The Daughter, too, sings in three of the pieces, and The 

Officer in four. Also, the chorus, which was especially prominent in the first act, 

and absent in the second, is once again back on stage in a prominent role, singing in 

the last three numbers, which are musically continuous. In the third act, there are 

only two sections that are dramatically inactive; the Quartet, which follows an active 

Scene (the scene and quartet together comprise no. 15), in which the four main 

characters express their individual reactions to the situation (The Gold Dealer has 

denounced Cardillac as the murderer and The Officer has denounced the Gold 

Dealer), and the final song, no. 18, which occurs after the mob murders Cardillac. 

This last piece functions as the moral, often found in eighteenth-century opera, in 

which all of the remaining characters expound a moral of the tale; in this case on the 

final rest that Cardillac's tormented soul will now (hopefully) achieve, since his 

body has been committed back to the Earth. 

Hindemith shaped this opera as a large scale-arch form, achieving this in 

varied, and often subtle ways (Example 2.4). For example, as already 

mentioned, the focus of Acts 1 and 3 is on the people of Paris (in Act 1 on their 

fear, and in Act 3 on the conquering of that fear, which also gives the opera 

dramatic impetus), while the second act focuses on Cardillac. Both outer acts open 

with an extended instrumental prelude (the tavern music of Act 3 assumes the same 

function as the Prelude, no. 1), and both take place in a public arena (on the street, 
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in a tavern). Events of this opera seem to take place in the course of a single day, 

Act 1 corresponding to morning, Act 2 to afternoon (especially with the references 

of the sunlight coming in through the workshop window), and the final act that 

same evening. 
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Example 2.4 Cardi/lac, Outline of main action/psychological development 

Act 1 

1. Prelude 
Chorus Fear of murderer 

2. Scene with Chorus A we of Cardillac 
3. Dialogue Cavalier and Lady' s love; she 

asks for proof (one of 
Cardillac 's creations) 

4. Aria Cavalier's indecision 
5. Song Lady's love 
6. Pantomime (Unfulfilled love duet) 

Act2 

7. Arioso Cardillac' s love of his works 
Duet Cardillac and Gold-Dealer 

argue 
8. Aria Daughter's indecision 
9. Duet Daughter, Officer love duet 
10. Duet Daughter' s desire to marry 
11. Scene Cardillac refuses to sell to 

King 
12. Duet Officer's confidence; buys 

one of Cardillac' s pieces 
13. Arioso Cardillac' s love of his works 

Act3 

14. Tavern music Cardillac attacks Officer 
Arietta Officer protects Cardillac 

15. Scene Gold-Dealer denounces 
Cardillac 

Quartet Officer denounces Gold-
Dealer 

16. Duet with Chorus Chorus praises Cardillac 
17 . Dialogue Cardillac revealed as 

murderer, Crowd attacks him 
18. Final Song Cardillac dies; Chorus prays 

for his soul 
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The use of the chorus in Act 3 is a mirror of Act 1; whereas the opera opens 

with the chorus, it ends with the chorus in the final scenes. The chorus is absent in 

the second act altogether. Also, both acts have roughly an equal number of pieces. 

In addition, violence is explicit in these two acts. The first act ends with 

The Cavalier's murder, and the third act opens with the attack on The Officer and 

closes with the murder of Cardillac. After Cardillac has been murdered, The 

Officer makes a point of revering his memory, much as the crowd did in Act 1, 

when they had quietly drawn back from Cardillac when he appeared, showing their 

awe and respect. Finally, the love of The Lady and The Cavalier figures 

prominently in Act 1, mirrored in Act 3 by the love of The Daughter and The 

Officer. The difference is that where the consummation of The Lady's and 

Cavalier' s love is interrupted, the love of The Daughter and The Officer is brought 

full circle. The Officer promises to take care of The Daughter, allowing Cardillac to 

die in peace. In addition, with Cardillac's passing, brought on by his unnatural 

love for his (artificial) creations, the way is now clear for The Daughter to turn her 

attentions from her father to her lover. Although Cardillac had seemed outwardly 

unconcerned for his daughter's well-being, she was completely devoted to him. 

With her father's death, The Daughter is now free to pursue a hopefully healthier 

relationship with The Officer without the conflict of choosing between her heart and 

her duty to her father. 

There are strong interconnections between Acts 1 and 2, and 2 and 3, which 

help give Cardi/lac a seamless quality. In both Act 1 and 2, a man wishing to win 

the love of his lady comes to Cardillac's shop to purchase a piece. Of course, the 

first is murdered, the second only wounded. The Officer is the only character to 
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buy one of Cardillac's works and remain alive in the opera. This raises the 

question of why Cardillac was unsuccessful in this murder attempt. Presumably 

The Officer was no stronger than The Cavalier. A plausible explanation may lie 

with Cardillac's love for his daughter. Although he seems indifferent to her, he 

does wish for her to be happy (as when he mentions that she has seemed to glow 

with love lately). If he had been successful in killing The Officer, it would have 

devastated his daughter. It is possible that he was experiencing an internal conflict 

between his love for his daughter and his love for his golden creations (in other 

words, a conflict between duty and heart, mirroring The Daughter's emotional 

state), and that this conflict was enough to cause the slightest hesitation, therefore 

allowing The Officer to defend himself against his attacker. In the end, it is because 

Cardillac loves his daughter more than his handiwork that The Officer is able to 

defend Cardillac, which he does after Cardillac dies. This shows Cardillac as more 

humane, less monstrous, and allows the audience and other characters to pity him 

in the end. And it is because of Cardillac's supreme sacrifice for duty that The 

Daughter is free to go with her heart. 

As mentioned above, the Cavalier's aria no. 4 mirrors The Daughter's aria 

in that both characters are in a highly agitated state of indecision. Interestingly, 

these are the only two pieces in the entire opera that truly function as operatic arias, 

in which a character gives voice to his/her emotional state. They are also the only 

two pieces labeled as "aria" (others are labeled as arioso or ariette). In the same 

light, The Lady's Song, no. 5, in which she sings of her love and passion for The 
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Cavalier, is reflected in the second act with Cardillac's arioso, when he sings "it is 

you I love, and I must hear you whisper, your bidding in my ear."12 

Hindemith was ingenious in crafting a work that was completely integrated 

on a large-scale level. But the same is also true for the work on a small scale. One 

aspect of this integration can be seen through the key relationships of the pieces and 

of the three acts. Act I, as already mentioned, has a seamless quality due to the 

leading-tone relationships between the ends of each piece and the beginnings of the 

next. In keeping the music between numbers continuous, it was necessary for 

Hindemith to give a sense of seamless integration to the music. In the first act, this 

was achieved by creating musical tension at the end of each piece, leading into the 

next. For example, no. 1 ends with F#, and no. 2 begins in G minor, etc. In the 

second act, this procedure is not as exact, although the goal is the same (Example 

2.3). Instead of using the leading-tone function, Hindemith used a variety of key 

relationships between numbers in this act. For example, no. 7 opens and closes in 

D minor, and no. 8 also opens in D minor. In the same fashion, no. 8 closes in F 

minor, and no. 9 opens in F minor. This same procedure is true for no. 10 to no. 

11 as well. 

In the third act, Hindemith also employed this procedure consistently. 

When the larger picture is considered, it becomes clear that Hindemith not only was 

rigorously controlling the formal aspects of the work, but the overall tonal plan as 

well. It would seem that this careful attention showed that Hindemith intended for 

his music to have a dynamic tonal movement. The tonal patterns evident 

throughout the work do not suggest a random or haphazard approach. Of course, 

12 My translation 
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due to the expressionistic nature of much of the music, this careful tonal plan may 

not be apparent to the casual listener, although there is a definite sense of something 

propelling the music forward and on an intuitive level, it may be due to this careful 

structuring of the opera. 

In addition to the large-scale tonal plan, Hindemith also imbued his themes 

with micro-scale tonal motion, often changing the focal key every measure. In the 

context of the opera, it may be argued that Hindemith employed this device as a 

way of immediately initiating the listener into the world of Cardillac, a world that is 

filled with macabre mystery and danger. From the beginning, the audience is left 

breathless and a little disoriented, and these feelings are only resolved at the end. A 

result of this procedure is the overall chromatic quality of many of his themes, for 

example, the prelude's fugue theme (Example 2.5). The theme, which is first 

performed in unison by the entire orchestra, begins on a B which is held for two 

and a half beats, and then moves diatonically to P which resolves to G on the 

downbeat of the second measure. The G overlaps as both the tonic of the first key 

and the dominant of the next, when it becomes part of an arpeggiated C-Major triad 

in m. 2, followed in the third measure by an arpeggiated Eb major triad. In the 

next, an A 7 chord (missing the fifth degree) overlaps with an F minor triad, which 

then leads immediately into a C minor tonality, then to a Bb-minor sonority. In the 

descending passage which follows, Hindemith spells out a descending partial 

octatonic collection ([B], [A], Ab, Qb, F, Eb, D [C]) on the strong beats, which 

then immediately goes into a two-octave C-major scale (beginning on the second 

degree), ending on a return to Eb major, and then finally a IV - V - I cadence in the 

key of Ab. The Eb is held for two beats, and is also the highest pitch of the theme; 
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the strength of this pitch, plus the cadential movement clearly establishes Ab Major 

as the final key. And all of this happens in just twelve measures. 

Example 2.5 Cardillac, Prelude Fugue theme 

Nicht zu schnelle Vienel. Mit sehr vie! Kraft ( J = 168) 

VI 

VI 
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Another example of this type of local tonal movement can be seen in the 

Passacaglia theme of no. 17 (Example 2.6). The first four notes (Db, Eb, Ab, 

Bb) seem to indicate Bb minor (although they are also diatonic to Db), but in the 

next measure, the key shifts rapidly to G major/E Minor (B, E, A, G, f#). In both 

of these cases, the key is primarily indicated by intervallic boundaries (Db and Bb 

form. 1, B and G for the next), but there is a built-in ambiguity. The key shifts 

back to Bb (again, indicated by the interval Bb - F), then moves directly to E minor 

for two beats, then to B, Bb, and finally ending on ctt minor. In the space of seven 

measures, Hindemith rapidly shifts through as many local key areas, often just 
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hinting at a key before moving on. Again, this procedure, while allowing the music 

to retain diatonic characteristics, also allows for an intensely chromatic musical 

idiom. 

Example 2.6 Cardillac, Passacaglia theme 

Mallig schnelle Halbe ( J etwa 88) 

div. bi t b> 
bf 

VI [I@~ & 

ff 

VI 
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In the final measures of the passacaglia theme, a tonal conflict between Bb 

Major/minor and ctl minor is established. It becomes evident that this conflict is a 

musical parallel of the strong emotional conflicts of the characters involved. There 

are several places earlier in the opera where this same tonal relationship is evident. 

Number 16, which is a complex three-part form (Recitative, A Recit. BA'), begins 

in ctl minor, but with the recapitulation of A, the key shifts to Bb Major. Instead of 

ending in Bb, the key moves back to ctl minor, thus rounding out the work tonally. 

When the passacaglia theme begins, once again the key struggles between 
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Bb and ctl microscopically reflect the tonal conflict of the larger passage at the end 

of the previous piece. At the end of no. 16, The Officer, knowing that Cardillac is 

the murderer, defends him in an effort to spare The Daughter. When The Daughter 

condemns the murderer, The Officer tells her that she should not, and only then 

does she finally realize that her father is the murderer. She is now tom between her 

love for her father and her revulsion at his actions. This same conflict carries over 

into the passacaglia, when The Officer defends the murderer before the angry 

crowd, to which they answer that there is no defense. 

The conflict between Bb and ~ also goes back to the first and second acts. 

This key relationship is first seen in the Cavalier's aria (no. 4). He is torn by 

internal conflict, and his opening coloratura rises from ~ to a high Bb, which is 

held out. Although the key is unstable, C# figures prominently in the A section, 

while the B section (beginning in m. 28) begins in Bb Major. The key then moves 

back to ~ major, several bars later. This same key conflict is evident later in the 

Pantomime, no. 6. This is the first time that we see Cardillac in action, although at 

the time we do not yet know that it is he. The Cavalier and The Lady embrace, 

when from out of the curtains, the murderer stabs The Cavalier. In the second act, 

the duet between Cardillac and his daughter, no. 10, begins in Bb major, but ends 

in C# major. The Daughter is confused by her father's apparent lack of concern for 

her (although as argued above Cardillac does appear to be more concerned with her 

future than she might realize). She is torn between her love for her father and her 

love for The Officer. 

Hindemith uses these two keys consistently to correspond to emotional 

turmoil. The keys of~ and Bb figure prominently throughout the opera 
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individually, but in each case where they are paired, a strong emotional conflict is 

present. Therefore, the passacaglia is the climax of the opera, for it is here that the 

action and the Bb - Ct tonal conflict are resolved. 

The Passacaglia, which consists of a theme and twenty-two variations, may 

be broken down into three sections. The first section, variations one through eight, 

is centered primarily on the keys of Ct and Bb. The next section, variations nine 

through twelve, is analogous to the middle section that modulates, for the keys 

centered on are Pf major and B major. The last section, variations thirteen through 

twenty-two, like a traditional recapitulation, brings the tonal focus back to Bb and 

Ct. However, the piece does not end with the passacaglia, (the passacaglia is only 

the first half of a much larger piece), and the key modulates from Ct to Bb then to 

D minor. 

In the stretta that follows the passacaglia, the key moves abruptly to B 

major, and eventually winds its way back to D minor. But even at this point, the 

key does not stabilize, for just when D minor has been firmly established as the 

primary key, the tonality abruptly shifts (but only in the last chord) to Eb major, 

which leads directly into the final piece. In this section, Cardillac finally reveals 

himself to the mob as the murderer. It is therefore fitting that Hindemith chose the 

key areas of B major and F minor, since these are the exact keys that frame the 

second act, in which Cardillac's obsession with his works becomes clear, and 

where he is first positively identified to the audience as the murderer, and the F - B 

tritone is explicitly associated with Cardillac himself. 

With the mystery surrounding the murders solved, it is important for the 

cathartic release of the anxiety and anger of the remaining characters. To that end, 
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Hindemith set the last piece as a type of moral. Even in death, The Officer defends 

Cardillac as a hero, someone who loved his creations so much he would go to any 

necessary measures to be reunited with them.13 At the same time, The Daughter is 

reborn in The Officer's love for her and her love for him, and the crowd comments 

on Cardillac, who flew with surging wings through the fire finally to achieve his 

eternal rest in the cool of Mother Earth. It may be hoped that with the love between 

The Daughter and The Officer, there will be a new beginning, acting as an aid in 

healing the emotional wounds of the people that are a direct result of Cardillac's 

actions. 

In summary, Cardi/lac marked a transition from the ultra-chromatic, atonal 

musical language of expressionism to the objectivity of the musical language of the 

neue Sachlichkeit. Giselher Schubert and David Neumeyer have rightly commented 

on the numerous neo-Baroque elements in Cardi/lac. Although Schubert places a 

primary emphasis on such elements as the dominance of the music over the text, the 

primarily polyphonic texture, the differentiated instrumental textures, and the 

architectural structure, he realizes that it is essential to recognize the expressionistic 

influences in Cardillac. However, he does not elaborate on them other than on the 

Romantic/expressionistic text.14 

David Neumeyer, too comments on the Baroque aspects of the opera, 

although he does not feel that the drama has been distanced from the music, as 

Hilse contends. 15 Hilse states that Hindemith's influences when writing Cardi/lac 

13 Neumeyer, 175. 

14 Schubert, Liner notes to WER 60148/49-50, 9-10. 

15 Neumeyer, 174, 183. 
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were oriented towards instrumental writing.16 He also states that Hindemith often 

overlayed the vocal lines onto music that was essentially instrumental, and uses as 

an example the opening chorus. In addition, Hilse further contends that due to the 

emotional content of the libretto, a more "texturally simplified" music would be 

appropriate. This suggests that Hilse felt there was little dramatic projection of the 

drama via the music. 

Neumeyer does state that Cardillac "represents the New Objective manner" 

in the way that Jonny or Die Dreigroschenoper also do.17 To make this claim 

overlooks the expressionistic heritage that is at the root of Cardillac, from the 

subject matter, which deals with the obsessions of man and the promise of a 

renewal through those obsessions (through Cardillac's death, the people who 

survive him have a renewal of hope and love), to the difficult, almost atonal musical 

language that characterizes most of the opera. He further states that Hindemith may 

have chosen the libretto as "a musical critique of expressionism and thus ... [it is] no 

contradiction of the New Objective ideology."18 With this statement, Neumeyer 

also overlooks the integral expressionistic elements of the opera, and even though 

he further states "it is a mistake to think that Hindemith followed the anti-emotional 

program to an extreme," he does not address this aspect of the opera. 19 

l6 Hilse, 378-387. 

17 Neumeyer, 165. 

18 ibid., 182. 

19 ibid., 183. 
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Cardillac was premiered on November 9, 1926 by the Dresden Opera, 

conducted by Fritz Busch. Otto Klemperer gave it another performance on 

November 24, at Wiesbaden. At the time of the premiere, there was a generally 

favorable response, and although Cardillac was not as successful as Jonny, it has 

nonetheless been revived a number of times, including performances in Great 

Britain and the United States. 

After Cardillac 

By 1927, Hindemith's career was moving in several different directions. In 

that year, he was appointed as professor at the Berlin Hochschule fUr Musil<, 

despite his lack of teaching experience. For him, this was the beginning of a 

lifelong love of teaching, both in Germany and in the USA. Also during this time, 

the Amar Quartet was pursuing an active performance schedule. Even after the 

quartet broke up in 1929, Hindemith continued to perform, becoming widely 

known as an important viola soloist. 

In 1927, the Donaueschingen festival was moved to Baden-Baden, and for 

this festival, Hindemith wrote his little opera Hin und zuruck, to a libretto provided 

by Marcellus Schiffer. The work is scored for a small chamber group that does not 

include strings or percussion. A satirical work, Hin und zuruck "parodies old

fashioned operatic conventions, modern domestic life, and the film industry."20 It 

is the story of a jealous husband who shoots his wife, and then commits suicide. 

But at this point, a wise sage appears on stage and orders the reversal of the action. 

20 Cook, 154. 
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The reversal does not take place in the manner of a palindrome; instead blocks of 

music and action are presented in reverse order. Also, the music pokes fun at 

serious opera, as can be seen in the opening ariette "Froh und frilh erwacht" (I 

awoke cheerful and early). These four words are repeated throughout the piece, in 

numerous combinations, in order to enhance comic effect 

Hin und zurilck is a small work, lasting approximately ten minutes. But in 

his next large opera, Neues vom Tage, Hindemith continued along the same lines as 

the earlier work. Hindemith once again turned to Schiff er to provide the libretto, 

showing his desire to continue working in that same direction, no doubt also due to 

the influence of Jonny spielt auf Once again the two focused on domestic life, in 

this case the loves and hates of Laura and Eduard, who wish to divorce. In order to 

do so, they must prove grounds, which they do by faking an affair between Laura 

and a gigolo. However, in the end, they decide to stay together. This work too is a 

social satire, satirizing not only the sexual mores of the day, but also the legal 

system, and the power of the news media in everyday life. 

As in Hin und zuruck and Jonny, jazz idioms are integrated into the music 

to underscore the everyday aspects of the libretto; for example, when Laura and 

Eduard fight, they are accompanied by a foxtrot. The work is scored for a large 

orchestra, but also includes harp, mandolin, banjo, and two pianos, which function 

both as harmonic support and as percussion instruments. 

After these works, Hindemith's aesthetic once again shifted, this time 

toward his conception of Gebrauchsmusik. Beginning in 1929, he started to 

compose works that could be performed by competent amateur musicians, and one 

of the earliest works in this mold was the Lehrstiicke of 1929. Hindemith felt that 
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the gap between the modern composer and the audience could be bridged if music 

were written with specific purposes and functions in mind. Also, he felt that 

amateur performers should be included whenever possible. 

Hindemith was influenced by his association with the Jugendmwik

bewegung (Youth Music Movement), whose repertoire mainly consisted of German 

Renaissance folk music. From this point on, Hindemith adopted a more lyrical 

style, influenced by vocal music. This new aesthetic was to become the main thrust 

in Hindemith's music. 

When the Nazis came to power, they did not immediately discredit 

Hindemith, but over time he was more and more severely criticized, particularly for 

his associations with Jews, and because of the moral decadence of such works as 

Neues vom Tage. Goebbels himself criticized this work, citing Laura's bathtub aria 

as an example of Hindemith's degeneracy. Boycotts of his music were urged, and 

finally, in 1938, Hindemith left Germany, to join many of his compatriots in the 

USA. 
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Chapter Three 

1927-1928: The Influence of Popular Music on Opera 
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During the two years prior to the Great Depression of 1929, there was a 

high level of cultural activity and productivity in Germany. Artists enjoyed a 

demand for their works, and a number of them acquired fame and fortune. The 

popular culture, which was also incredibly active at this time, was to have a 

profound influence on "serious" German art - especially theater, opera, and 

literature. From the decided efforts on the part of Brecht and Weill to make their 

works less "culinary," to the enormous popularity of Krenek's anti-hero Jonny, the 

modem world and its culture appeared on Germany's stages. When one thinks of 

operas from Germany that epitomize the new lease on life that the Germans seemed 

to enjoy during the mid- to late twenties, two that come to mind are Ernst Krenek's 

Jonny spielt auf (Jonny Strikes up the Band), and the Bertolt Brecht/Kurt Weill 

collaboration Die Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera). These two works 

were the most popular operatic/theatrical works of their day, and they made the 

reputations and fortunes of their creators. Both, in different ways, captured the 

spirit of life in Germany, and both captured the sounds of jazz and popular music, 

bringing a renewed freshness to the staid operatic establishment 1 

1 For an excellent discussion of the jazz craze in Europe in the twenties, see the Introduction 
to Michael H. Kater, Different Drummers: Jazz in the Culture of Nazi Germany (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1992). Also see Frederick Starr, Red and Hot: The Fate 
of Jazz in the Soviet Union, 1917-1980 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983) and 
Chapter 4 in Cook. 
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Ernst Krenek: Jonny spielt auf 

When Franz Schreker was invited to become Director of the National 

Academy of Music in Berlin in 1920, he invited his most promising students from 

the Imperial Academy of Music in Vienna, including Ernst Krenek, to follow him. 

Soon after arriving, Krenek quickly made a name for himself in avant-garde 

musical circles, and also earned the attention of the assistant director, Dr. Georg 

Schunemann. 2 

Krenek's early years in Berlin were marked by experimentation, and he was 

influenced by expressionist theater, the innovative stage designs of Jessner, and the 

atonal music of Schoenberg. His works from this time were considered "wild," 

and Krenek was quickly hailed as a promising young atonal composer. Partly this 

was a result of Schreker's philosophy, which was influenced by French symbolism 

and early expressionist literature.3 As Krenek's popularity increased, Schreker's 

influence diminished, and Schunemann' s grew. Schunemann introduced Krenek to 

some of his influential friends, including Eduard Erdmann, a prominent young 

modernist who, until his death in 1958, remained close to Krenek, and to Emil 

Hertzka of Universal Edition. In 1921, Krenek began an association with UE, 

which he maintained until 1938, when the Nazis started their full-scale attack on the 

modernist art and music of the previous twenty years. Within a year of moving to 

2 Stewart. 27. 

3 Ernst Krenek, "Self-Analysis," New Mexico Quarterly 23/l (Spring, 1953), 8. 
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Berlin, and fueled by early successes with his student compositions, Krenek was 

eager to start his career as a professional composer, having tired of the student life.4 

One of his first projects independent of Schreker' s influence was the 1922 

expressionist opera Zwingburg (fyrant's Castle), his first attempt at musical 

theater. He and his friend Fritz Demuth co-wrote the libretto, which was later 

revised by Franz Werfel. Premiered on October 21, 1924 by Erich Kleiber at the 

Berlin State Opera, Zwingburg showed the influence of such contemporary 

expressionist theater pieces as Toiler's Masse-Mensch (1919) and Hasenclever's 

Der Retter (1915).s These two works reflected just how easily the masses could be 

manipulated, and Krenek too explored this theme. Like many young artists in 

Berlin, Krenek and Demuth were influenced by, and identified with, the 

revolutionary tone of much modem literature. This identification did not arise, 

however, from personal experience, but rather their ideas were influenced by what 

they read and saw on stage. Only Werfel's version of the libretto exists today. 

According to Krenek, Zwingburg "dealt with the tragic destiny of a 

mankind which seems unable to work out for itself a state of well balanced 

freedom, either degenerating as it does into licentious liberty, or falling prey to 

tyrannic regimentation.''6 The two main issues raised in Zwingburg concerned the 

nature of freedom, and whether mankind could endure it The answer to this 

second question, according to Krenek, is 'no', for "presently mankind cannot cope 

4 Stewart, 35. 

s ibid., 67. 

6 Krenek, Self-Analysis, 13. 
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with total freedom because, having no experience with it, we must rush to extremes 

and then bewildered and fearful, retreat to the certainties of bondage.,,,, In 

hindsight, this may be seen as a parallel to the experiences of the Weimar Republic, 

which metamorphosed from a society with few democratic freedoms, into a new 

democratic society after the war. Seemingly unable to accept the responsibilities of 

this democracy, the German populace later retreated into a totalitarian state that in 

one important way resembled Imperial Germany - through the presence of a strong 

leader, Hitler, who acted as a father figure for the people. 

The action of Zwingburg centers around a fortress/factory, where the 

workers are enslaved by an unseen tyrant. During the day, the workers labor to the 

sounds of an organ grinder. At the beginning of the opera, the workers are released 

for a day. The organ grinder has been bound, and as long as he remains so, the 

workers are free. 

Upon first being released, the workers pursue all manner of fun. But as the 

day progresses, the people become anxious, and although the organ grinder pleads 

with the people not to release him, they do so at twilight, therefore voluntarily 

accepting enslavement. At the end, as in so much expressionist literature, the 

arrival of a savior is foretold by the organ grinder. 

The organ grinder is a thinly veiled symbol of the lonely artist/visionary 

who must suffer to save the masses, but is rejected by them.8 Toiler's Masse-

1 Stewart, 67. 

8 ibid. 
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Mensch contained the same scenario; only with the martyrdom of one figure may 

the masses be released from enslavement. 

Krenek called Zwingburg a "scenic cantata," and insisted on the primacy of 

his music over the text.9 He felt that his music was able to convey the scenic and 

dramatic effects. For example, at the beginning, the first light of dawn is 

accompanied by flutes and violas, then bass and trombone. Although Krenek used 

a large orchestra and chorus, H. H. Stuckenschmidt remarked that in many ways 

the score was typical of chamber music. IO 

After Zwingburg Krenek next turned his attention to Sprung Uber den 

Schatten (Jump Over the Shadow). Whereas Zwingburg was a classic 

expressionist work, with an aggressive, atonal score, Sprung was a comic opera 

with popular musical elements, an antecedent to Jonny spielt auf. One of the 

factors that may have brought about this change in musical style was Krenek's 

relationship with Anna Mahler. Although Krenek was raised in a strict, military 

family with a clearly defined sense of propriety, Anna Mahler was a free-spirited 

woman. Divorced by seventeen, she enjoyed moving in a circle of friends that took 

delight in a fast-paced social life. No doubt due to Anna's influence, Krenek 

wanted to write a work that would appeal to Anna's fun-loving friends. The result 

was Sprung, a light-hearted work that poked fun at staid upper-class respectability 

and celebrated spontaneity and impulsiveness. 

9 ibid., 68. 

IO ibid., 69. 
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Sprung details the exploits of Prince Kuno and Princess Leonore. Unlike 

her Beethovenian counterpart, Krenek' s Leonore is anything but a paragon of 

fidelity. She is in love with the poet Goldhaar, who also loves her, although he is 

unaware of her affection for him. Prince Kuno hires Dr. Berg, a charlatan 

hypnotist, also in love with Leonore, to follow her. But Prince Kuno is not simply 

the cuckolded husband, for he is in love with the chambermaid Odette. When 

Leonore and Goldhaar meet at a masked ball, they try to get rid of their inhibitions 

by jumping over their own shadows; the title refers to a German saying that we 

cannot rid ourselves of our inhibitions, just as we cannot jump over our own 

shadows. 11 Dr. Berg is the hypnotist who helps everyone jump over their 

shadows, and by doing so, enables the overthrow of the regime. At the end, a 

revolution breaks out, and Kuno is deposed. Leonore and Goldhaar elope, and Dr. 

Berg is elected President of the new republic. An amusing, entertaining work, 

Sprung "reflects the larger societal interest in the unconscious mind and inhibited 

behavior which was a result of Sigmund Freud's research."12 It is a modern work 

that pokes fun at the stereotypical Romantic poet, the current vogue of 

psychoanalysis, and unhappily married couples who stay together because of the 

respectability of marriage. 

To accompany its witty, light-hearted libretto, Sprung needed an equally 

fun-filled score. For this, Krenek turned to a musical style that was quickly 

sweeping Germany-- jazz. By the time of Sprung's premiere in June 1924,jazz 

11 ibid., 72. 

12 Cook, 79. 
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was becoming widely popular. With the stabilization of the economy after the 

runaway inflation of 1923, American and British jazz musicians such as Jack 

Hylton, Paul Whiteman, and Sam Wooding toured Germany, to enthusiastic 

reception. Jazz quickly gained popularity, especially with Germany's youth, and 

this sudden influx could not but help influence the new music of the time, for it not 

only represented modem life, but ''was also a potent political and cultural symbol," 

of America, "a country which represented both political democracy and cultural 

modemity."13 

Among the more obvious "jazz" features of Sprung were the expanded 

percussion section, which included xylophone, tambourine, and castanets, and the 

inclusion of a banjo. Although the banjo today is not considered a "jazz" 

instrument, there were a number of soloists who performed jazz music on such 

non-standard instruments as the banjo and violin. In addition to the "jazz" scoring, 

several of the numbers are labeled as jazz types, including the overture (Tempo di 

Foxtrott) and the Introduction and Jazz. When Prince Kuno first meets Odette, he 

is accompanied by a tango. In Act 1, at the masked ball, the chorus sings a "hot" 

version of a foxtrot; they yearn for a "Nigger-boy" from America to teach them the 

latest dance steps. In the finale, the violin and banjo assume greater importance. 

Because of its association with America and freedom, "Krenek used jazz idioms to 

accompany topical stage action and symbolically with regard to the theme of 

personal freedom."14 

13 ibid., 4-5. 

14 bid., 81. 
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Sprung attempted to combine topical satire and current popular musical 

elements with an expressionist theme that explored the subconscious. It was 

premiered June 9, 1924 by Ludwig Rottenberg in Frankfurt, to a large, generally 

enthusiastic audience. But the critics were mixed in their response. Although they 

responded well to the staging, the satire, the jazz elements, and the clear structure, 

they tended to feel that the libretto was outdated and incoherent 15 

Sprung is important as an early experiment in the incorporation of popular 

musical elements into opera. Whereas Jonny was typically credited as the first 

"jazz opera," it would not have been possible without the first steps taken in 

Sprung. Although neither work can truly be called "jazz opera," Krenek's tentative 

steps with jazz reached fruition with Jonny. 

In 1924, Krenek and Anna moved to Switzerland, due to the receipt of a 

stipend from Werner Reinhardt. This move signaled a final break from his ties to 

Schreker and his school years. (Krenek never officially returned to the Academy, 

but he was awarded a certificate of completion.) Although Krenek and Anna had 

been lovers for nearly two years, Krenek felt a need to make their union "proper," 

and they were married. But Anna felt stifled by this spirit of propriety, and soon 

after their marriage, she left Krenek to study painting in Italy with Giorgio de 

Chirico. By the end of the year they were divorced. 

After his divorce, Krenek took a trip to Paris. It was this trip that was 

responsible for a change in his personal outlook, and in his musical style. 

According to Krenek, in his "Self Analysis," "my impressions of France caused a 

complete about-face in my artistic outlook. That is, I was ready for the about-face, 

15 Stewart, 73. 
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and France finished the cue."16 Krenek was profoundly influenced by the Parisian 

theater, ballet, revue, and opera. In addition, the spirit of Neoclassicism, of Les 

Sixes, Cocteau, Milhaud and Stravinsky helped create a change in Krenek's attitude 

toward his audience. Until this point, Krenek had been a dogmatic modernist, and 

adhered to the strict systems of atonality, caring little if his audience comprehended 

his music. But Paris, he felt, was infused with life and vitality, the same vitality 

that had originally attracted him to Anna Mahler. Later in his "Self Analysis," 

Krenek described the influence that the Parisian cultural scene had on him: 

I was fascinated by what appeared to me the happy equilibrium, perfect 
poise, grace, elegance, and clarity, which I thought I perceived in the 
French music of that period, as well as in the relations of the French 
musicians with their public. I decided that the tenets which I had followed 
so far in writing 'mcxlem' music were totally wrong. Music, according to 
my new philosophy, had to fit the well-defined demands of the community 
for which it was written; it had to be useful, entertaining, practical.17 

After Krenek returned to Germany, Paul Bekker offered him a position as 

his assistant director of the State Opera and Theater in Cassel. Although he at first 

declined the offer, Krenek did eventually take the job. This turned out to be an 

important move for Krenek, for he was thrust into a side of the theater and opera 

world with which he was rather inexperienced, and it was during his tenure in 

Cassel that Krenek would receive invaluable training and experience in theater, 

stagecraft, and conducting. 

16 Krenek, Self-Analysis, 14. 

17 ibid. 
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It was also during this time in Cassel that Krenek started formulating his 

ideas on opera. Opera composers had traditionally been inclined to accord a greater 

importance to their music, happy to see the libretto in a subservient position to their 

music. With his first operatic experiments, Krenek was inclined to accept this 

philosophy. But with his new experiences in Cassel, these ideas were refined. No 

longer did Krenek feel the music to be the most important element. Instead, opera 

should place equal importance on all the elements, a view that coincided with Brecht 

and Weill's conception of epic theater. 

In addition, Krenek felt that the libretto should be clear and coherent, and so 

he typically authored his own librettos. As a teenager, Krenek had seriously 

considered a career as a writer, and so he was in a good position to pen his 

librettos. Krenek was drawn to opera because he felt the composer was better able 

to exert control over the expression of the text than a playwright According to 

John Stewart, Krenek 

took the meaning of the whole, integrated work with utmost seriousness, 
for he believed that although it was obliged to use simple, universal 
character types, an operatic work could represent human experience with a 
unique comprehensiveness, immediacy, and penetration, and he regretted 
the tendency of music dramatists to ignore the contemporary world and 

look for subjects among imaginary settings remote in time and space.18 

It was with Jonny that Krenek would explore the practical applications of 

his new philosophy. Upon returning from Paris, Krenek wanted to create a new 

kind of opera, something that would be suitable to the tastes of Parisian 

18 Stewart, 65. 
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audiences.19 Jn January 1926, he saw a performance of The Chocolate Kiddies 

Negro Revue, an all-black revue led by the pianist Sam Wooding and his eleven

piece jazz band, to a score by Duke Ellington. This show provided the impetus that 

Krenek needed, and immediately after, he sketched the libretto for Jonny spielt au/. 

The central figure is Jonny, a Negro entertainer who embodies the modern spirit of 

freedom and carefree happiness. He is adored by his public, and his art is at their 

service. Jonny's livelihood depends on his ability to amuse his audience. 

Dialectically opposed to Jonny is Max, an alienated, almost anti-social composer 

who has an intense desire to escape his current life. He has little use for people, 

and he does not feel that his art should be in the service of his audience. To the 

contrary, Max's art stands on its own merits, and it is up to his audience to put 

forth the effort to understand it. He does not care if he reaches an audience or not, 

for his art is its own reward, an attitude all too common among the modernist 

composers Krenek knew. In fact Krenek attacked Schoenberg in a 1925 essay for 

possessing this very attitude.20 Krenek saw the characters in Jonny as 

representative of the artist he was and the artist he wanted to be, and he discussed 

this autobiographical element later in life: 

I invented a vivid and exciting plot that employed every possible mechanical 
contrivance of the modern stage. Above all, I was lucky in conceiving the 
thoroughly operatic character of Jonny, the jazz-band fiddler, a sort of 
sophisticated latter-day Papageno. The story was nothing but another 
expression of my preoccupation with the idea of freedom, this based on my 
experience with the 'outside' world. Jonny and his America stood for the 
fullness of life, optimistic affinnation, freedom from futile speculation, and 
devotion to the happiness of the moment. He was the fulfillment of a wish 

19 Krenek, Self-Analysis, 14 ff. 

2o Ernst Krenek, "Music of Today," trans. Susan C. Cook, reprinted in Cook, 193-203. 
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dream, for I felt that all of the elements, which I had admired so greatly and 
passionately, were really foreign to my nature. Daniello, the slick virtuoso, 
was a mean caricature of the dream picture. Max, the composer, was the 
counterpart of both and a highly autobiographical character. He was the 
self-conscious, brooding, introspective Central European intellectual, as 
opposed to the happy, straightforward representatives of the Western 
world. In the final climax of the play, he succeeded by an act of free will in 
breaking through the walls of his inhibitions and escaping into the outside 
world of freedom. 21 

Although immensely popular in 1920s Germany, Jonny would be a 

problematic work to produce in 1990s America, primarily because of the 

characterization of Jonny. Krenek's decision to portray Jonny as a Negro is 

understandable, given the era. Jazz was starting to become immensely popular in 

Germany, because of touring American and British jazz bands. This was a musical 

language associated with youth, fun, liveliness, but especially with freedom and 

America All these characteristics were seen to be especially focused in Negro 

performers. Negros were also thought to be on the edge of society, and as such, 

they were not required to observe cultural norms of propriety.22 

This perceived freedom from rules of society also held an appeal for 

Krenek. 23 He too was suffering from the conflict of his parents' expectations with 

his own desires for personal growth and freedom, a tension that was aggravated by 

his failed marriage to Anna Mahler. In Jonny, Krenek was able to work out this 

struggle. Jonny represented a glorification of the "primitive" black man, a man 

21 Krenek, Self-Analysis, 16. 

22 Kater, 18 ff. See also Sally Marks, "Black Watch on the Rhine: A Study in Propaganda, 
Prejudice and Prurience," European Studies Review 13 (1983): 297-333; George L. 
Mosse, Toward the Final Solution: A History of European Racism (New York: H. 
Fertig, 1978): 175-76. 

23 Stewart, 49. 
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without socially imposed inhibitions, with a large appetite for life, who takes any 

opportunity to satisfy that appetite. 

One of the most scandalous features of Jonny, and one that the Nazis used 

to condemn the work as degenerate, was the portrayal of a sexual relationship 

between Jonny and Yvonne, a white woman.24 Germans loved the black 

performers touring their country, but they were not accepted into German culture. 

No matter how popular they were, black performers were seen by many Germans 

to be subhuman, and the idea of physical relations between black men and white 

women was one that caused great concern. Black men were seen as preying on 

innocent white, German, girls. This perception was based on widespread racism 

and ignorance, and it is precisely because of this negative stereotype that Jonny 

would be problematic today. 

John Stewart contends that when writing Jonny, Krenek was innocent of 

any prejudice, and that he based his character on the stereotypes propagated by the 

culture, especially popular fiction and cinema.25 Stewart funher states that, at the 

time of the composition of Jonny, Krenek had not met any blacks or even any 

Americans. But this ignorance does not relieve the opera of its inherent problems. 

Krenek intended for Jonny to be seen as a serious work detailing Max's 

longing for love and happiness, and his eventual escape from his old life and the 

promise of a new one. Krenek had a vested interest in Max's transformation -

shaking off his melancholia and embarking on a new life for himself in America, 

for it showed that he too could undertake a similar change in himself. Krenek's 

24 ibid., 83. 

25 ibid., 82. 
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brief marriage to Anna Mahler made his own shortcomings painfully clear to 

himself. Krenek admired Jonny' s liveliness and carefree attitude, and he wished to 

be more like Jonny. In writing Jonny, Krenek hoped to show the conservative 

Central European artistic elite that there was another way to live. In other words, 

Jonny was intended as a role model for a new kind of artist (and this is made 

explicit at the end when Daniello, a caricature of the "sensitive" Romantic-style 

performer, is run over by the train). 

However, Krenek did not get the reception that he expected. Much attention 

was paid to the sensational elements of the work, including the musical language, 

but little to the message Krenek wanted to get across: 

I was praised as the creator of a new operatic style, and condemned as a 
hard-boiled cynic who wanted to get rich quick through sensation
mongering. Other observers searched for satirical implications of which I 
was not aware at all. The consensus was that the opera was a big joke. 
This reaction hurt me considerably, for I thought I had produced a serious 
piece of work that deserved to be taken seriously.26 

The one aspect of Jonny that was considered to be the most sensational was 

its inclusion of popular dance and jazz idioms. The opera is scored for a standard 

orchestra, but also includes a large percussion section, saxophone, and banjo. 

Jonny is a jazz band leader, so the inclusion of jazz-like music is entirely 

appropriate. Jonny's instrument is the saxophone, which figures prominently, 

especially in Scene 3, where we are first introduced to Jonny. When he steals 

Daniello' s violin, he takes it over as his own, and at the end of the work, Jonny is 

seen standing atop a globe, fiddling, while the chorus sings the moral. 

26 Krenek, Self-Analysis, 17. 

95 



There were many who criticized Krenek's use of the violin as ajazz 

instrument, but in his day, this was not unusual.27 In addition to the American and 

British jazz bands touring Germany, there were also a number of German jazz 

bands, playing a variety of venues. Most of these were criticized for not playing 

.. real" jazz, but rather a music that was the German idea of jazz. It was not unusual 

to find instruments in these bands not today considered as jazz instruments, 

including the banjo and the violin. In truth, most of these bands did not play a 

music that today would be recognized as jazz, but rather was more along the lines 

of popular songs, such as those written by Irving Berlin. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that Krenek's ideas of jazz did not coincide with American ideals. His 

knowledge of jazz was limited, but he did a remarkable job, despite his lack of 

exposure and understanding, of creating a modem, jazzy feeling to his music. 

At the time of its premiere, Jonny was labeled by the press as a '1azz 

opera. ''28 Krenek objected to this labeling, and for good reason. While there are 

jazzy and popular elements, they constitute a minority of the score, and are used 

almost exclusively for the two characters who most readily represent the modem 

world, Jonny and Yvonne. Most of the jazzy sections are labeled: Shimmy, Jazz, 

Blues, and Tango. They tend to be small, self-contained musical sections, and are 

included in the score to emphasize the modem, everyday aspects of the opera, and 

they also help to define the characters most intimately associated with those aspects. 

27 There is an excellent discussion of the jazz subculture of the Weimar Republic in the 
Introduction to Michael H. KBter,Differenl Drummers: Jazz in the Culture of Nazi 
Germany (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 

28 Cook, 101-105. 
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The following discussion will highlight these passages and show how the music 

grows out of the dramatic situation. 

At the end of Scene 1, there is a brief interlude before Scene 2, in which the 

main melodic motive (the "Glacier theme") is reprised, but in a "jazzed up" version. 

The melody is intact, but it is reminiscent of George Gershwin, with its syncopated 

rhythms, and use of solo trumpet and xylophone. This interlude takes us from the 

glacier, where Max and Anita have just met, to Anita's apartment. The change in 

musical style reflects this dramatic change. Max's element is the natural world, as 

represented by the glacier, but Anita is a modern woman, with a chic modern 

apartment, and the use of jazzy music in the transition between scenes shows us 

that we are moving from Max's world into Anita's, where, as we will see, he is 

somewhat ill at ease. 

In Scene 2, we first hear Anita's song "Als ich damals," for voice and piano 

(Example 3.1). Filled with yearning, loneliness, and homesickness, this piece is 

a cross between an aria and a popular song. It is a simple, homophonic, stanzaic 

song, with a chordal, triadic, accompaniment The melody is simple, pretty and 

tuneful, with primarily conjunct motion and uncomplicated rhythms. But unlike 

popular songs, this one is not diatonic. The song opens in C minor, and the first 

several beats seem to spell out a simple diatonic progression (i - v - VI). Beginning 

in m. 366, a series of chromatically ascending triads (Db diminished, D diminished, 

D Major, D# half-diminshed 7) quickly moves the song away from the diatonic into 

the chromatic. The accompaniment continues to ascend chromatically, and in m. 

373, all sense of diatonic movement is concentrated solely in the bass line (an 

arpeggiated Bh7, which moves to a nb7, B minor 7, finally settling on D minor 7). 
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According to Cook, this song "parodies chromatic, atonal writing," and the text, in 

which dreams provide no relief for homesickness "both characterizes Max's 

personality as an individual uncomfortable with reality and parodies expressionist 

texts with their other-worldly sentiments."29 

Example 3.1 Jonny spielt auf, Als ich damals 

Andante triste 13651 
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29 ibid., 101. 
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The second stanza is more disjunct and explores more of the vocal range. 

Near the end of the song there is even a brief coloratura passage that reaches a high 

B. something few singers of strictly popular songs would be expected, or able. to 

perform. Despite its chromatic nature. each stanza opens in C Major. and the song 

ends in C Major. Krenek reconciles two musical languages in this song -- the 

dissonance associated with Max, the intellectual Central European composer of art 

music. and a language inspired by popular song for Anita. who represents the hope 

and future for Max. Wanting this song to be appealing to Anita, Krenek combined 

the two musical styles into a piece that reflected a synthesis of the two worlds, just 

as Max and Anita are able to form a union. "Als ich damals., is a beautiful, 

sentimental song, which is reprised at several points in the opera, first when Anita 

is in Paris, longing to return to Max, next in Scene 5 when Max urgently awaits 

Anita's return, and finally in Scene 7 when the song is played through the 

loudspeakers, to lure Max off the glacier. 

Although these two sections have a decidedly popular feel. the first real jazz 

section (and the first section Krenek specifically labeled as jazz in the score) occurs 

at the beginning of Scene 3, when the scene shifts to Paris. From the beginning, 

the music of Scene 3 is fast, energetic, diatonic, and brightly orchestrated for upper 

woodwinds and strings, suggestive of the bustle and liveliness of Paris. Off stage, 

Ionny's band performs the Shimmy (in a quick "grammophone" tempo), which 

sets up Yvonne's first appearance on stage. This section, scored for saxophones, 

trumpet, trombone, piano, banjo, and percussion immediately brings to mind jazz 

combos of the day. Krenek used this music to characterize both Jonny and the 

Parisian locale, and to differentiate clearly this scene from the previous two. 
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The Shimmy is in a simple three-part form (ABA), and opens with the 

woodblocks and bass drum setting the tone by playing the Shimmy rhythm. 

Beginning in m. 585, the trumpet enters with a solo passage (Example 3.2) that 

emphasizes the major/minor third of blues music. The saxophone takes over the 

line in m. 589, temporarily modulating to the dominant. Again, Krenek colored 

this passage with the major/minor blues third (first in m. 590, when the melody 

rests on Q#, then in m. 591, when the melody rests on G). The B section, which 

begins in m. 617 is scored for piano solo and banjo. The harmony remains 

essentially static, while the piano and banjo pound out a rhythmic ostinato. 

Example 3.2 Jonny spielt auf, Shimmy 
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Later in the same scene, Jonny and Yvonne decide to split up, accompanied 

by a Blues. The choice of Blues for this section is fitting, since "this stage action, 

lovers departing, was a common theme in traditional blues lyrics.,,30 The Blues has 

the same scoring as the Shimmy, and is also performed by Jonny,s band. The 

sixteen-bar pattern (atypical of Blues, which traditionally has a repeating twelve-bar 

pattern) opens with a short, syncopated passage for solo piano, reminiscent of 

Rhapsody in Blue. Yvonne and Jonny argue, accompanied by trumpet and 

trombone. In the second and third repetition of the pattern, Jonny and Yvonne sing 

the refrain "Leb' wohl, mein Schatz." At this point, the accompaniment is pared 

down, and the piano and banjo supply a quarter-note ostinato. As in the Shimmy, 

Krenek emphasizes the major/minor third in the melody. To show their unity of 

pwpose, the two sing this line in octaves, while the verse, in which they bicker, is 

contrapuntal. When the chorus repeats the second verse, Jonny and Yvonne 

pantomime the action before leaving the stage, each in a different direction. "Leh, 

wohl" was one of the pieces that was successfully extracted from the score and sold 

in sheet music editions, separately recorded, and performed in cabarets and on the 

radio. 

Krenek again resorted to a popular dance form later in this same scene. 

Daniello, who has rescued Anita from Jonny,s unwanted advances, seduces her. 

Although she has tried to evade his charms, in the end she succumbs, and when 

this happens, the two are accompanied by a tango. As in Die Dreigroschenoper 

and later in Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, the tango, with its overt sexual 

overtones, is used to underscore the seduction. The music is once again supplied 

30 ibid., 94. 
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by Jonny's band, and the chorus sings, in French, "O sweetest dream, upon you 

time attend"31 The piano, violin, and saxophone are used soloistically; this is the 

first time that the violin is used as a solo jazz instrument in the opera. The duple

meter syncopated rhythms associated with the tango are prominent. With this 

music, there can be no doubt of the outcome, despite Anita's faint protests. 

After Anita and Daniello retire, Jonny comes out of the shadows and steals 

Daniello's violin. However, not to get caught, he hides the violin in Anita's banjo 

case. This situation allowed Krenek to write a farcical, slapstick accompaniment to 

Jonny's actions. With its fast, eighth-note diatonic melodic line, and the use of 

oboe, its reedy sound providing a comic effect, this music is reminiscent of musical 

effects used to accompany silent films. Immediately after hiding the violin, Jonny 

sings a farewell song to it, "In the tone of a Negro spiritual." Jonny takes Anita's 

banjo and accompanies himself, in a style reminiscent of vaudeville. The banjo 

doubles Jonny's melody, while the bass reiterates an E - B ostinato throughout 

The melody is strictly in E minor, and is limited to just the first five notes of the 

scale. Beginning in m. 1307, the strings repeat the melody, but with a simple 

harmonic setting. Krenek once again imparted a bluesy character to this passage by 

emphasizing the major and minor thirds, both horizontally and vertically. 

However, Krenek did not limit the use of jazz music to the Parisian locale. 

In Part 2, Scene 5, Max impatiently awaits Anita's return. Although most of the 

music in this scene is in a more elevated musical style, appropriate after all for 

Max's loftier pretensions, there are a few sections where Max slips into a style that 

resembles popular music. The first occurs at m. 60, when a flower girl arrives 

31 My translation. 
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(Example 3.3). Although she is mute, Max directly addresses her, instructing 

her where to place the flowers. The strings and clarinet accompany his words in 

simple counterpoint, the melody becomes diatonic, and his vocal range is restricted 

to a tenth. His line is fragmented, and the rhythms are kept clear and simple, taking 

on the rhythm of the words. Max adopts this language so that the flower girl will 

be able to understand him. In other words, Max "talks down" to her in her own 

language. After the flower girl leaves, his music immediately becomes more 

complex and less tonal. 
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Example 3.3 Jonny spielt au/, Max's aria at entry of flower girl 

Max 
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Max again adopts a simpler musical style when he paces around Anita's 

apartment, actively listening for the sounds of her car. The use of this style of 

music underscores the activity level and his nervousness, and helps to move the 

scene along. As he paces, the tempo increases from agitato to allegro agitato, and 

the trumpets play an off-beat syncopation against the strings. After he stops to 

listen for Anita's car, and resumes his pacing, this figure is repeated a half step 
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higher. As he continues pacing, the xylophone enters at m. 145, and plays the 

same figure, ascending chromatically. All of these elements illustrate Max• s tension 

and agitation. The tension continues to build until m. 190, when the pizzicato 

strings enter with the "Betrayal" leitmotive (discussed below). At this point, Max 

realizes that Anita is not returning to him that evening. 

Anita does return in the next scene, with Yvonne. At first, Max and Anita 

argue, but when Yvonne enters at m. ti08, the musical style abruptly changes 

(Example 3.4). Even though Yvonne is silent (a parallel to the flower girl earlier 

in the scene), the rhythm, reminiscent of a tango, reminds us of Yvonne• s social 

status, and hints at Anita's previous actions. Anita adopts this musical style also as 

she introduces Yvonne to Max and explains the situation. She does this in order to 

include Yvonne in the conversation. Even after Anita leaves, Max adopts a patter

like mel<Xlic line when addressing Yvonne. Yvonne then shows Max Anita's ring, 

explaining that Daniello gave it to her to give to him. Max, realizing that Anita has 

been unfaithful, makes a dramatic exit, to return to the glacier. At this point, 

Yvonne is alone on the stage, and her music is in a consciously popular style. Her 

melody is patter-like, and the accompaniment merely punctuates her utterances. 

Yvonne is the soubrette, and this simple musical style is appropriate. 
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Example 3.4 Jonny spielt au/, introduction of Yvonne to Max 
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At this point, Jonny, who has followed the two women in order to retrieve 

the stolen violin, is instructed to sing in the manner of a Negro spiritual. Pizzicato 

strings and brass accompany Jonny, who sings praises to Jehovah for making 

violins for jazz violinists. This song, the "Triumphs-Lied," was just one way of 

characterizing Jonny as a black American. According to Cook, this song 

"demonstrate[d] Krenek's recreation of spirituals which had been sung in Europe 

by touring black American choirs before World War I and as late as 1927. "32 

The simple, diatonic melody (Example 3.5), as in Jonny's previous 

"Niggerlied," does not explore a wide vocal range, centering primarily on the fifth 

A - E. The harmony is colored by the flat sixth and flat seventh, giving the song a 

slight bluesy feel. Krenek did the same thing in Scene 8, when, tired of evading 

the police, Jonny decides to return to Alabama; to accompany this, Krenek quotes a 

32 Cook, 98. 
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fragment of Swanee River, a song familiar to many in his audience, and 

representative of the spirituals of the southern United States. 

Example 3.S Jonny spielt auf, "Nigger-lied" 
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Although the jazz sections in Jonny are limited, both in terms of function 

(characterization of the modern world of Paris, and adding depth to Jonny and 

Yvonne), and scope (they constitute a small percentage of the music), they were 

enough to create a stir with the audiences and critics.33 

However, in addition to the jazz sections, which underscore the everyday 

aspects of the opera, there are also three leitmotives, primarily associated with Max 

and his world, that hold the opera together. The first, the "Confusion" leitmotive, 

occurs in the opening measures of the opera (Example 3.6). A C dominant 13 

chord descends by fifth to an F13, which resolves to a Bb7. In m. 4, a B minor 11 

resolves to an F minor triad in first inversion, which ends on a Db pedal. From the 

beginning, Krenek sets the tone for the opera, the extended triadic harmonies 

lending a jazzy feel to the music, as well as playing up the inherent dissonances 

within each to create tension. The ob acts as a moment of repose, before moving 

into the Glacier motive. The built in tension/resolution of this first leitmotive is 

used to highlight tension and confusion in Max and Anita, and this ambiguity is 

present in the chords themselves. For example, the opening C dominant 13 is 

heard as such because of the spelling of the chord (C is in the bass, and the non

essential 5th and 11th degrees are missing). But these same pitches (C - E - Bb - D 

- A), if rearranged, would change the nature of the chord itself. In other words, 

within this chord there is the potential for a transformation of its character, and this 

potential creates an ambiguity, which is played out over the course of the opera by 

Max and Anita. This ambiguity also creates a sense of finely balanced tension that 

33 There were numerous reviews of the jazz aspects of Jonny, and in her bibliography, Cook 
lists a large number of representative reviews, pp. 268-70. 
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informs the emotional strain within Max. From the beginning, this inherently 

unstable balance within Max is apparent, and serves to make him a more 

sympathetic character. 

Example 3.6 Jonny spielt au/, "Confusion" leitmotive 
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This leitmotive reappears in Scene 3, m. 935, when Daniello rescues Anita 

from Jonny's advances. At this point, Daniello is removing Anita from a situation 

that has created a considerable amount of stress within her. The use of this 

leitmotive also underscores the sexual tension that is present between Anita and 

Daniello. Later, at m. 1050, the tail end of the motive (the first inversion F minor 

triad to the Db pedal) returns. Daniello has compared Anita to a flower on a glacier, 

struggling to bloom, reminding Anita of what she has left behind. 

The motive next reappears in Scene 4, mm. 1442-1444, just as Anita 

confesses her involvement with Max. The final appearance of this motive is in 
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Scene 7, mm. 1113-1118, when the voice of the Glacier asks who calls for it. The 

motive does not reappear once Anita guides Max back to the hotel. 

The second leitmotive is explicitly associated with the Glacier (Example 

3.7). It first appears in the prelude, m. 7, and reappears in Scene 1, m. 40, to 

Max's words "Du schoner Berg." It also reappears in his monologue, Scene 5, 

mm. 383-390, in the timpani. Although Max has not made any explicit reference to 

the glacier as he awaits Anita, it may be inferred that the use of the Glacier 

leitmotive here is Krenek's way of letting the audience know that Max is reaching 

his stress limit, which later causes him to run back to the safety and comfort of the 

glacier. A man living just on the edge, Max is barely able to function within 

society, only able to do so because of his relationship with Anita. When that 

relationship becomes threatened, as he perceives it to be in this situation, his first 

impulse is to return to the glacier, to run away from society, to retreat into his cold, 

sterile, intellectual life, a life that has the advantage of being certain, if lonely (Scene 

6, m. 740 ff.) . The glacier theme also reappears later in the same scene, m. 1119 

ff., when Max asks the glacier to help him escape. He begs the glacier not to 

forsake him in his loneliness, but to no avail. After he has been lured back to the 

"real" world by Anita's song, we do not hear this theme again. Obviously, Max 

realizes there is something in the world worth living for, and he makes the choice 

once and for all to tum his back on his past (represented by the glacier). 
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Example 3.7 Jonny spielt auf, "Glacier" leitmotive 
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The third leitmotive is the "Betrayal" leitmotive (Example 3.8). It first 

appears in Scene 2, m. 491 ff., an extended farewell between Max and Anita as she 

prepares to go to Paris. When Anita leaves, she neglects to turn back one last time, 

and Max interprets this as a bad sign. Although nothing has yet happened, Max's 

insecurity is projected via the motive. This leitmotive is always performed by 

pizzicato strings or staccato woodwinds, and it is characterized by its halting, 

fragmented rhythm. The leitmotive consists of a chord progression that wavers 

between the keys of C Major/minor and E Major/minor. It begins with an implied E 

Major chord, then moves into C minor, with av - I cadence in E. Interestingly, 

even though Krenek used the raised third of E Major (G#), he did not use any of the 

other raised degrees - hence the B minor to E Major cadence in mm. 493-494. At 

the end of the scene, after Max comments that Anita had not looked back, there is a 

cadence, with an E Major triad over a C Major triad. The juxtaposition of the two 

triads undermines any sense of finality and completion, creating a sense of 
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ambiguity, just as Max is himself uncertain of Anita's affections for him. We next 

hear this music in Scene 3, mm. 1339 ff., when Anita goes off with Daniello, and 

when Jonny steals the violin. In Scene 5, mm. 133-144, when Max sings the 

words "she should be here by now" we once again hear this music, recalling the 

reason why Anita has not returned to Max. Later in the same scene, m. 190, the 

motive is brought back when Max finally realizes that Anita is not returning. He 

discovers that the train has already arrived, and she was not on it. Finally, in an 

effort to get Anita off his mind, he tries to work, but the orchestra plays a fragment 

of Anita's song, accompanied by the betrayal theme. The last appearance of this 

theme is in Scene 5, m. 357, when Max decides finally to await Anita's return. He 

is depressed and lonely, not knowing what has delayed her. 

Example 3.8 Jonny spielt auf, "Betrayal" leitmotive 

Viol. pizz. 
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Although much writing on Jonny has focused on the opera as representative of all 

that was new and modem, in many respects, Jonny is also an old-fashioned opera 

buff a. Opera buff a entertained its audiences with its farcical nature, active music, 

funny situations, and strong element of social criticism. It was about 

contemporary, ordinary people in ordinary situations, instead of the exalted types of 

high-born characters and gods found almost exclusively in opera seria. Opera buff a 

appealed to a wide audience, because the audience was able to identify with the 

characters, and it succeeded because of its main task of satirizing the contemporary 

world. According to Pierro Weiss, "the sly observation of human foibles within 

the context of contemporary society was and remained [opera buffa's] main 

business. "34 

This statement also applies to Jonny, a work that takes a critical look at 

society, sees some problems, pokes fun at them, and in the end, suggests some 

changes. Instead of making fun of the nobility, Krenek makes fun of the art music 

establishment, or musical nobility, - the alienated composer, and the "sensitive" 

performer. Krenek holds Jonny up as a model, because he admires those qualities 

in him - his carefree attitude, sense of fun, liveliness, and his passion for life - that 

Krenek felt were missing from German society. 

Structurally, Jonny is similar to opera buffa. Jonny is in two parts, but 

within the second, and longer part, there is a break in the action after Scene 8. This 

ends in the glacier hotel, when the police have been called in to find the thief. At 

this point, they find the train ticket that Jonny has dropped. Correctly thinking him 

34 Pierro Weiss, "Opera buffa," in The New Grove Dictionary of Opera, ed. Stanley Sadie 
(London: Macmillan Press, 1992), vol. 3, 687. 
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to be their suspect, they decide to go to the train station. A half curtain is dropped 

while the scene changes to the train station. To allow time for the change in scene, 

there is a long instrumental interlude of sixty-nine measures between scenes 8 and 

9, the longest in the opera. The last three scenes move quickly, and as in opera 

buffa, it is here that the mess is untangled. 

As in traditional opera buff a, in which the situation typically revolved 

around two sets of lovers, one pair aristocratic, the other common (Figaro is an 

excellent example), the action in Jonny revolves around two sets of lovers: Jonny 

and Yvonne, obviously the lower-class characters, and Max and Anita, who 

represent the musical and social elite. Their music, especially Max's, reflects their 

upper-class status. Max is scored as a tenor, and from the beginning, his music 

explores a wider vocal range, and is more atonal than the music for the other 

characters. In his monologue, Scene 5, m. 42ff., when Max anticipates Anita's 

return, he breaks into song, but the song's melody and harmony are chromatic. 

Later, when he cries out to Anita to rejoin him, his vocal line rises to a high Bb, 

with a coloratura passage on the word "Atem" (breath). This is not music that 

could have been given to Jonny. 

Krenek reserved jazz and popular music for Jonny and Yvonne. Only in 

rare cases did he use a popular musical style for Max and Anita, as discussed 

above. Finally, we have Daniello, who is somewhere between the two pairs of 

lovers, an analogue to the mezzo carattero. Daniello sees himself as a high-class 

character, and he affects certain mannerisms to communicate his status. For 

example, he is the only character who speaks French, and although in Paris, this 

does not come across as anything other than affectation. When Jonny occasionally 
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slips into English, we are not left with the same impression. After all, Jonny is an 

American, but more importantly, he is someone who can be described as "salt of 

the Earth." He may have his flaws, but he is, in his own way, an entirely honest 

person, true to himself. Jonny knows that he is a philanderer and a thief, but he 

also knows that he gives his public what it wants, and he has a grand time doing it. 

Daniello, on the other hand, believes that his audiences owe him something in 

return for that gift he is giving them -- his music. He does not see himself as the 

philanderer that Jonny is, for he is simply collecting what is owed to him. This 

attitude, while fooling some, tends to make Daniello a less sympathetic character 

than Jonny, and although his on-stage death may be surprising, it is not shocking. 

Like opera buff a, many of the numbers in Jonny are dramatically active 

ensembles. The only scene that can be described as dramatically static is Scene 5, 

Max's monologue. The rest of the opera is dominated by action and constantly 

changing character configurations, as reflected by the music. This point is 

demonstrated especially well in Scene 3 (Example 3.9). 
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Example 3.9 Jonny spielt auf, Outline of Scene 3 

m. 505 c/Eb Vivace 12/8 Establishing liveliness 
of Paris 

m. 585 a/A "schnelles" Tempo ¢ Interior of hotel; 
performed by Jonny ' s band 
offstage 

m. 673 e/G Yvonne dusting 
Daniello' s room; 
Jonny enters and asks for a 
kiss 

m. 699 E Allegro giocoso c They think only of each other; 
canon 

m. 751 c Tempo 1 della scena 12/8 Transition 

m. 754 E Meno mosso 12/8 Daniello enters, followed by 
admirers; recitative 

m. 766 b Lento assai 9/8 Daniello "aria,'' king of 
violinists, desired by women 

m. 793 E Transition: Jonny looks for 
the violin 

m. 805 G Andante moderato 3/2 Reprise of Anita's 
"Homesickness" song, 
accompanied by "Betrayal" 
motive 

m. 845 d Allegro ¢ Jonny taken by Anita's 
beauty 

m. 887 d/D Allegro 3/2 Jonny approaches Anita, she 
resists, Yvonne spies them 

m. 917 D Poco grave ¢ Daniello saves Anita from 
Jonny' s advances 

m. 935 Db Mod era to Transition: Daniello leads 
Anita away 
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Example 3.9, cont. 

m. 941 A "Leb' wohl Blues" c Jonny, Yvonne argue, 
decide to split 

m. 996 A Mod era to Daniello leads Anita to 
a chair 

m. 1007 b/d Andante amabile 6/8 Daniello woos Anita, m. 1050 
piu lento c Anita confused 

m. 1061 b/B poco a poco string. 3/4 Daniello ardently pursues 
Anita; she weakens 

m. 1091 d Allegro agitato ¢ Anita giving to him 
m. 1105 c# Appassionato 3/4 They give in to each other 
m. 1132 D Tempo di Tango 2/4 Chorus comments, 

Anita and Daniello 
disappear into her room 

m. 1175 g/G Allegro vivace c Transition: reprise of 
Jonny and Yvonne's 
canon 

m. 1185 d piu lento Anita and Daniello 
profess their undying 
love (mirrors the 
impermanence of 
Jonny and Yvonne's 
relationship) 

m. 1201 D Allegro c Jonny steals violin, reprise 
of Jonny and Yvonne's 
canon 

m. 1235 E Vivace 2/4 Fast, comical 
instrumental music; 
Jonny hides violin in 
Anita's banjo case; 
reminiscent of silent 
movie music effects 

m. 1286 e Tempo giusto 2/4 Jonny accompanies 
himself with the 
banjo, sings a simple, 
homophonic song, 
farewell to the violin 
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Scene 3 is the pivotal scene of the entire opera, and also the longest and 

most complex. It centers on the hotel in Paris where Anita and Daniello are guests, 

where Jonny's band is engaged as the house band, and where Yvonne is employed 

as a maid. 

As the scene opens, Yvonne is cleaning Daniello's room, and lingers over 

his violin case. Jonny comes in, sax in hand, and asks her for a kiss. Their music 

is fast and syncopated, mixing German and English. They then immediately launch 

into a fast paced, witty musical number, where they claim that although they love 

each other, if they were both to move to another hotel, there would be others to 

distract them. The text, suggestive of the inability of these two characters to form a 

stable, permanent bond, combined with the simple, playful, canonic music, in 

which, musically the two are "chasing" each other, shows these two people as 

simple and comic. They are both coquettish, out for a fling, which they will enjoy 

while they can, and then move on to the next. 

Daniello enters, followed by a crowd of admirers who want an autograph. 

He addresses them in French, in recitative. By his use of this musical style and 

language, Daniello places himself above the musical antics of Jonny and Yvonne 

and shows that he thinks well of himself. He sings a mock heroic, slow-paced B 

minor arioso passage in which he proclaims himself to be the king of violinists, 

desired by all women. Instead of portraying him as a serious character, this music, 

reminiscent of serious arias, has a parodistic effect, portraying Daniello as a dandy. 

Daniello sings of his love for himself, not of his love for a woman. He is interested 

in self-gratification, and his fan's adoration. At the end of this passage, Yvonne 

swoons. She, being a simple girl, only sees Daniello as sophisticated and 
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glamorous, and is easily taken in by him, as are his fans. Jonny, who sees Yvonne 

swoon, becomes enraged. As the situation stands, he cannot compete with 

Daniello. However, Jonny is a crafty and jealous fellow, and will not tolerate his 

girlfriend's attentions being directed at another man. He therefore plots revenge, 

and decides to steal the violin. This turns out to be a very effective revenge, since 

the violin is Daniello's source of virility. As Jonny is about to take the violin, he 

hears someone approaching, and he quickly retires to the shadows. 

Anita enters, ready to leave. She is tired, and simply wants to return to 

Max. At this point, the musical style becomes atonal, and recitative-like. She is 

tired of being surrounded all the time by fans, even if they mean well. Whereas 

Daniello feeds off the attention of his fans, Anita shuns it. She is more like Max 

than she may realize. She reprises her song from Scene 2, claiming that 

"Homesickness laid me low." She cannot at this point conceive of anything other 

than going home. However, this reprise is accompanied by a fragment of the 

"Betrayal" motive, a foreshadowing of Anita's betrayal of Max. It is a poignant 

moment, since the song was a gift from Max to Anita, as a symbol of his love for 

her. 

Jonny approaches Anita and propositions her, but she finds him repulsive, 

and tries to get away. The insistent accompaniment reflects Jonny's single

mindedness. Daniello rescues Anita and leads her off, to her great thanks. Jonny 

and Yvonne argue to the accompaniment of the "Leb' wohl" Blues and decide to 

part company. 

Although Anita had been approached by Jonny, reinforcing the 

characterization of him as a flirtatious gigolo, that pairing would not have been 
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possible. Jonny and Anita are from two different worlds, musically representing 

the new and old. Also, they are from different social classes. Even though there is 

a tradition in comic opera of this type of pairing, it is inevitable that the pairing does 

not last. The fact that Jonny is a Negro is immaterial; the pairing is not possible 

because he is a servant, and she is from a higher social class. This is perhaps why 

it is necessary for Daniello to intervene. 

Daniello and Anita converse in recitative. Anita tells him that there is 

something about Paris that is frightening to her. She is accompanied by a fragment 

of the "Confusion" leitmotive. Anita wants to return to Max, but there also seems 

to be a part of her that is afraid to. By being away from Max, she once again feels 

lost (as she was on the glacier), and soon finds another man to lead her to safety. 

Daniello pursues Anita ardently, asking her to give in to him, which she 

does after some resistance. They sing together, although their musical lines are 

dissimilar. This passage is more chromatic than the surrounding music, and only at 

the end do they both settle on 01 minor. Also, contrapuntally they do not come 

together until the very end, which points musically to her resistance to Daniello, and 

her eventual acceptance. The chorus now steps in with a tango, singing in French, 

the language of love. In Anita's room, the two profess their love for each other, 

and they are accompanied by a brief reprise of the same music to which Jonny and 

Yvonne sang the same sentiments at the beginning of the scene. Their union will be 

as temporary as Jonny and Yvonne's. 

Why does Anita give in to Daniello? She has Max, a man who deeply 

(perhaps too deeply) loves her, at home. Although Max represents stability, Anita 

seems to be yearning for more. She is confused and uncertain, and does not seem 
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to know what she wants. She certainly does not know what she has until later, 

when she has to face the very real danger that she may lose it. Also, Daniello does 

hold an immediate attraction for her, for he represents glamour and danger, 

excitement and freshness, especially when compared to Max's seriousness. Anita's 

indiscretion with Daniello also shows her trying to take on some of the same 

behaviors that Jonny exhibits, but she is overwhelmed by them. Although she is 

repelled by Jonny, it may be argued that Anita is also attracted to his lack of 

inhibition, sense of freedom, and passion. It is this duality that leads to her inner 

conflict. In the end, the affair between Anita and Daniello can never be more than 

that. Once Daniello has lost Anita and his violin, he has no other reason to live. It 

is his inability, in the end, both to retrieve the violin and prevent Anita from 

returning to Max that leads directly to his death. Although his death is gruesome, it 

is essential, and highly ironic. Daniello has no place in the fast-paced world of the 

1920s, and his inability to make the transition into the modern world necessitates 

his death. 

Max, on the other hand, is able to make the transition from the old world 

into the new successfully, and is even aided by Jonny. Together, Max and Anita 

are strong enough to take this step together. Separately, it is unlikely either would 

have been able to. This makes Max the logical choice for Anita. 

At the time of its premiere on February 10, 1927 in Leipzig, Jonny was 

highly praised by the audience, but the press reception was mixed.35 In general, 

reviewers liked the clear structure, the innovative staging, and the more traditional 

aspects of the musical score. It was the features that scandalized and titillated the 

35 Cook, 101-105. 
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audience, such as the popular musical elements, that the reviewers did not 

appreciate. As Susan Cook writes, 

because of its up-to-date libretto and use of jazz and dance idioms, critics 
were reluctant to call [Jonny] an opera; instead they devised terms to help 
describe its unusual operatic character: Opernrevue, Musikkomodie, Buffo
Opera, Jazzoper, Gegenwartsoper, and Zeitopernrevue, which eventually 
gave way to the term Zeitoper.36 

Jonny was seen as the epitome of the Zeitoper, roughly translated as topical 

opera, and constituted a culmination of the neue Sachlichkeit ideal in the arts. 

There were a number of elements that gave an air of modernity to the work, as 

shown by the scenes in Anita's apartment, the Parisian hotel lobby, the police car, 

the hotel terrace where Anita's voice lures Max back to her world through a 

loudspeaker, and of course, the train station. A modem day, comedic element is 

introduced when Jonny steals the violin: Jonny's actions are accompanied by some 

of the most light-hearted music in the score. In addition, because Jonny hides the 

violin in Anita's banjo case, he ends up chasing her (and Yvonne) across Europe. 

And let us not forget Daniello, who chases after Jonny and the violin. These 

diverse elements together give the opera a decidedly slapstick character, reminiscent 

of a Charlie Chaplin film. Modem technology plays a key role in this opera. In the 

end, via the train, the new technology literally runs over the old order, in effect 

becoming the deus ex machina of the opera.37 

36 ibid., 103. 

37 ibid., 89. 
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Although Krenek intended for Jonny to be seen as a serious work, it is too 

much of a sexual farce to be taken seriously. Much of the opera concerns the 

affairs of the characters - Max and Anita, Jonny and Yvonne, Jonny's failed attempt 

at seducing Anita, and of course, Daniello's success with Anita. 

The staging of the opera was difficult, and in many ways more cinematic 

than operatic. For example, the police car scene allowed for a sense of movement 

with the showing of film clips of a moving landscape, a standard cinematic device. 

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of the staging was the final scene, where the train 

bound for Amsterdam pulls into the station, coming directly at the audience (thus 

repeating a standard sensation of early silent films). 

Jonny, which was enormously popular with German audiences, soon found 

its way outside of Germany. It was translated into eighteen different languages, 

played in 114 opera houses throughout Europe and America, and made Krenek 

financially independent.38 Ironically, when the opera made its way to Paris and 

New York, it did not do well in either place. In New York especially, critics made 

fun of Krenek's lack of knowledge of " true" jazz. But this did not prevent Jonny 

from becoming the most successful German opera of this era. 

After Jonny, Krenek completed three one-act operas between August 1926 

and June 1927. The three works, which do not constitute a cycle, are often staged 

together, and all had a wide appeal. Der Diktator is the story of a ruthless dictator, 

using Mussolini as the model for the title character. Das geheime Konigreich (The 

Secret Kingdom) is the story of a bored king, who bears some resemblance to Max, 

38 H. W. Heinsheimer, Menagerie in F# (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1947), 144. 
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and his bored citizenry, who start a revolution for excitement. The king blames 

himself for the revolt, and flees his kingdom dressed in fool's clothing. As in 

Jonny, this work too includes jazz and dance music features. There is even the 

requisite tango, when some of the Ladies of the court try to seduce the court fool. 

This is the least tonal of the three works. 

The most popular of the three works was Schwergewicht (The 

Heavyweight), which followed directly in Jonny' s footsteps. After the enormous 

success of Jonny, many composers immediately jumped on the Zeitoper 

bandwagon and produced their own topical operas. Krenek followed this trend, 

which he helped to create, and wrote an opera about a heavyweight boxer. It is a 

humorous, farcical piece that mocks the public's adoration of sports figures, who 

were often more respected than scholars and artists. As in Jonny, the score relies 

heavily on jazz and dance idioms, and includes such instruments as the banjo, a 

piano that is used like a jazz piano, lending harmonic support and occasionally 

taking the melody, and again an expanded percussion section, including the 

glockenspiel, xylophone and tambourine. These three were premiered together on 

May 6, 1928 by Bekker in Wiesbaden. Although well received by the audience, 

they too got mixed reviews.39 

In 1930, Krenek turned away from the topicality of the previous works, and 

instead turned to the ancient past in Lebens des Orest. This work marks a 

transitional to Karl V, in which Krenek adopted once again the twelve-tone idiom. 

39 See reviews of these operas in the following: Alfred Einstein, "D' Alberts 'Schwarze 
Orchidee' und das 'Tryptyichon' von Krenek," Berliner Tageblatt, December 3, 1928, and 
Paul Schwers, "Kreneks drei Einakter in der Berliner Staatsoper," Allgemeine 
Musikzeitung 55 (1928): 1334. 
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In Orest, Krenek returns to the issue of freedom, by contrasting the repressed 

culture of northern Greece, and the more open culture of southern Greece.40 It 

premiered on January 19, 1930 in Leipzig, and critics hailed this work as ushering 

in a new Romanticism. Soon after the premiere of Karl V, the Nazis started to 

attack, literally and figuratively, so-called "degenerate" art and artists, and Krenek 

made the same journey to America as Max, where he earned renown as a musical 

educator and composer until his death. 

40 Stewart, 104. 
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Kurt Weill: The Threepenny Opera 

Along with Jonny spielt auf, The Threepenny Opera stands as one of the 

most important and popular operatic works of Weimar Germany. It was the result 

of a collaooration between Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill, which although brief, 

was to have a profound effect on the aesthetics of theater and music. 

In 1926 Brecht's Mann is Mann (Man is Man) was broadcast on the radio. 

Kurt Weill, who wrote a regular review column in Der deutsche Rundfunk (The 

German Radio) was favorably impressed with Brecht's play and decided he wanted 

to work with this playwright.41 In 1927 the two collaborated on their first work, 

the Mahagonny-Songspiel for the Baden-Baden summer musical festival. 

Although they had plans to expand the work into a full-scale opera, it was 

interrupted by the work that would catapult them into fame and fortune, The 

Threepenny Opera. 

E. J. Aufricht, a budding theater impresario, took over the Theater am 

Schiffbauerdamm in August 1928, and was looking for a large new work with 

which to open his theater.42 He heard that Brecht was working on a modernization 

of John Gay's The Beggar's Opera (1728), intended as a parody of governmental 

corruption. Aufricht approached Brecht, who informed Aufricht that he would 

work on the play and that Weill was to write the music. Aufricht was concerned 

aoout the choice of Weill, since he had a reputation as an avant-garde composer, but 

41 Sanders, 78. 

42 ibid., 98-99. 
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Aufricht signed them both for the job. He also took the precaution of asking Theo 

Mackeben to arrange Pepusch's original music to be used in the event that Weill's 

score was too "modem," but after hearing several of the pieces Weill wrote, he 

realized his fears were unfounded. Instead, Mackeben conducted Weill's music. 

From the beginning, there were serious problems associated with the 

production, and everyone involved feared the work would be a disaster. 43 There 

were numerous casting changes and revisions up to the end of the dress rehearsal, 

which lasted until 5 AM the morning of the premiere. However, The Threepenny 

Opera was an enormous success, one of the most successful theater works of the 

1920s. In giving an explanation for this popularity, one writer stated "it came at 

just the right moment, when the failure of the first Piscatorbilhne had left a vacuum 

and a strong element of sharp sociopolitical satire was still acceptable to bourgeois 

audiences. "44 

The opera's popularity also stemmed from the combination of high and low 

theater, comedy and tragedy, and the decidedly popular flavor of the music. Best 

stated, The Threepenny Opera 

brought together some of the most interesting new threads in the 
theater of the golden years: cabaret songs and cabaret or revue actors ... 
the jazz idiom, the Anglo-Saxon ambiance, the designs of Caspar 
Neher with their use of projections, the new operatic standards of the 
Kroll, the sociomusical experiments of the Neue Musik, all linked 
together in what could be seen as an epic structure.45 

43 ibid., 109-110. 

44 John Willett, The Theatre of the Weimar Republic (New York: Holmes & Maier, 1988), 
117. 

45 ibid., 118. 
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Set in Victorian England, the opera takes place during a queen's coronation. 

The queen is not Victoria, and in this respect the work is not historically specific. 

Peachum makes money off of people's pity for beggars. He runs a beggar's 

monopoly, giving out licenses, and keeping a percentage of the take for himself. In 

return, Peachum gives his beggars outfits guaranteed to evoke pity. To assure his 

monopoly, he beats up any beggars who are not part of his union, and he fires 

those who do not bring in much money. 

Macheath (Mack the Knife, or Mackie Messer), the other main character, is 

a criminal who leads a gang of hoodlums. He has bourgeois aspirations, and 

marries Peachum's daughter Polly, out of his concern for doing things the proper 

way, a parody of middle-class manners and values. 

Upon learning of Macheath's and Polly's wedding, Peachum wants Mackie 

to be executed, in an attempt to get Polly away from him. He tells Tiger Brown, 

the Chief of Police and Macheath's best friend, that his beggars will disrupt the 

coronation unless MacHeath is arrested. The prostitute Jenny, a former lover of 

Macheath's, turns him in, and Tiger Brown arrests him. Jenny is motivated by the 

reward that is out for Macheath, a reflection of a major theme in this opera, 

betrayal. Macheath is condemned to die one hour before the coronation, but in the 

end he is saved by a messenger from the castle, riding in on a white horse. 

It would be inaccurate to describe The Threepenny Opera as an opera, just 

as it would be inaccurate to describe it as a play with songs. It is not possible to 

separate the drama and music, performing one without the other in any kind of 

satisfactory manner. Interspersed within the play are twenty one musical numbers, 
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of which eleven are solo songs. In updating the play for the modern age, Brecht 

also allowed for the use of updated music, which Weill exploited. The music is a 

pastiche, "a derivative work indebted ... musically to cabaret, dance halls, and 

Baroque opera."46 It was important to Brecht and Weill that the music capture the 

current mood of their audiences, and for that reason, music inspired by dance halls 

and jazz was especially appropriate. According to Weill, 

unlike art music, dance music does not reflect the sense of towering 
personalities who stand above time, but rather it reflects the instinct of the 
masses. And a glance into the dance halls of all continents demonstrates 
that jazz is just as precisely the outward expression of our time as the waltz 
was of the outgoing nineteenth century.47 

In The Threepenny Opera, Brecht and Weill created a new kind of work, a 

work that 

offered [them] the opportunity to posit the concept of 'opera' as the theme 
of a theatrical evening. Right at the beginning of the play, this was made 
clear to the audience: 'This evening you will see an opera for beggars. 
Because this opera was conceived so splendidly, as only beggars would 
imagine it, and because it still had to be cheap enough that beggars could 
afford it, it is called 'The Threepenny opera. '48 

46 Kim Kowalke, Kurt Weill in Europe (Ann Arbor: UMI Research Press, 1979), 65. 

47 Kurt Weill, "Dance Music," trans. Kim Kowalke, reprinted in Kurt Weill in Europe, 473. 

48 Kurt Weill, "Correspondence About Die Dreigroschenoper," trans. Kim Kowalke, reprinted 
in Kurt Weill in Europe, 487. 
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In The Threepenny Opera, Brecht and Weill created a document that uniquely 

commented upon their age, making opera the focus of the evening's entertainment 

via opera. To focus attention on opera, Weill used a new type of song indebted to 

popular song, as the main vehicle of musical expression. After all, the main 

characters are beggars and thieves, so it would be unseemly for these types of 

characters to sing in a more exalted musical style, such as the aria. 

Along with this new style of music came a new style of acting - epic. The 

epic style of acting sought to place the audience in the role of critic, not allowing for 

the mind-numbing, "narcotic" effects of traditional opera. One method for 

achieving this critical distance was the use of titles projected onto two screens on 

either side of the stage. This was an important element for, according to Brecht, 

as he reads the projections on the screen the spectator adopts an attitude of 
smoking and watching. Such an attitude on his part at once compels a 
better and clearer performance as it is hopeless to try to 'carry away' any 
man who is smoking and accordingly pretty well occupied with himself.49 

The other important element was the inclusion of songs. Unlike traditional opera, 

where the characters rarely "sing" in a self-conscious manner, Brecht wanted to 

stress the artificiality of singing as a mode of communication. To that end, he 

insisted on a strict separation of the music from the drama: "For the singing of 

songs a special change of lighting was arranged, the orchestra was lit up; the titles 

49 Bertolt Brecht, "The Literarization of Theatre," in Brecht on Theatre, ed. and trans. John 
Willett (New York: Hill and Wang), 44. 

130 



of the various numbers were projected on the screens at the back ... ; and the actors 

changed their positions before the number began."50 

Weill crafted his music around the model of opera seria, maintaining some 

important elements, and creating new ones, a procedure that has been commented 

upon by Kim Kowalke in his book Kurt Weill in Europe.51 Kowalke rightly shows 

a parallel between the aria-dominated opera seria of the eighteenth-century, and the 

song-dominated Threepenny Opera. In opera seria, a character stops at a particular 

point in the drama to sing an aria for the purpose of displaying to the audience 

his/her emotional reaction to the events that have just transpired. Often the text 

would be specific enough to reflect the current situation, but general enough to be 

used elsewhere in the opera, or even in another work. At times, a singer would 

even "import" a favorite aria from another opera. When about to sing an aria, 

typically the character would "step outside" of the drama, meaning that the singer 

would strike a patently false posture, and sing directly to the audience, not to the 

other characters on the stage. These procedures are exactly what Brecht had in 

mind for his new style of epic drama. There was a great deal of flexibility in opera 

seria, since the arias were not necessarily directly related to the drama. There were 

often changes in the music, such as moving arias around, or deleting or adding 

arias, which often did little actual damage to the overall structure. 

This kind of looseness is also found in The Threepenny Opera, and in a 

number of revivals of the work, the same procedures mentioned above are present. 

50 Bertolt Brecht, "On The Use of Music in the Epic Theatre," trans. John Willett, reprinted 
in Brecht on Theatre, 85. 

51 Kowalke, 114-116. 
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One of the most famous cases is the assigning of Polly's "Seerauberjenny" (Pirate 

Jenny) song to the prostitute Jenny. This tradition has been promoted by Lotte 

Lenya's recordings of this song, both for the movie version of the work (in which 

this assignment first occurred), and for numerous subsequent recordings. 

However, as will be seen below, the song properly belongs to Polly, both in terms 

of the content and the musical setting. 

Just as the aria is central to opera, the song is central to The Threepenny 

Opera. There are eleven solo songs, and the five duets and the second finale are 

also songs. Weill had clear definitions of what constituted a song, which he 

applied in this work. Kowalke defines two types of song, the ballad, and the song 

proper.52 According to him, a song typically is strophic (or strophic variation) with 

refrain, less narrative than the ballad, and more overtly gestic. In addition, songs 

are specific responses to the drama, and hence are not as easy to remove from their 

context. Ballads on the other hand are more narrative and less personal. In the 

score, Weill labeled most of the songs as one of these two types. In addition, there 

are also three lieder, with their art song implications. Two of the lieder are for 

Polly when she sings of her love for Mackie. The third one is for Peachum. It is 

appropriate for these characters to adopt the lied, since they are the only ones who 

live a "proper" middle-class life. Weill assigned the lied to Polly and Peachum as a 

way of adding depth to these characters. 

Kowalke's definitions of song and ballad do not always seem completely to 

fit the pieces in this work. For example, the "Barbara-song" is really a ballad about 

52 ibid. 
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a young girl who turns down respectable suitors, because she wants to be swept off 

her feet by a "dangerous" man. Also, the "Ballad of Easy Living" seems to be less 

narrative than the "Barbara-song" because of its general sentiments, which express 

the notion that it is better to be rich than to be intelligent and well rounded. 

In updating The Threepenny Opera for the current age, Weill not only used 

a jazz band orchestra, but also the sounds of jazz. The prominence of the 

saxophones, a sound never heard in an opera seria, and rarely in a traditional 

symphony orchestra, make it clear from the beginning that this opera belongs to the 

1920s. In addition, several of the pieces, including "Moritat of Mack the Knife" 

(no. 2), "The Cannon Song" (no. 7), and the "Ballad of the Pimp" (no. 13) are 

explicitly labeled as jazz types, respectively as Blues, Foxtrot, and Tango. Weill 

rarely uses the actual dance forms, but manages instead to convey the feel of the 

dances by the use of their characteristic rhythms. This is especially true for no. 13, 

where Weill uses the tango, with its extra-musical association with eroticism, for 

the confrontation between Macheath and Jenny. 

Perhaps the most compelling argument supporting Kowalke's thesis, one 

which he does not explore, is the character development seen vis-a-vis the songs 

themselves. As mentioned above, arias were freely interchanged in opera seria 

performance practice. However, even though there was no substantial damage to 

the drama, there were often subtle changes in characterization that would result. 

Opera seria composers were very good at using the arias as vehicles for exploring 

the motives of their characters, usually showing a character's progressive 

development through the course of the opera. 
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Weill did the same thing in this work. Whereas Brecht saw Peachum and 

Macheath as the two main characters, one might argue that Weill saw Macheath and 

Polly as the two main characters, taking the place of the young couple traditionally 

found in opera seria. (In lieu of reviving the practice of creating castrato sopranos, 

Macheath is cast as a tenor.) Polly's parents assume the role of the older couple 

traditionally found in opera seria. 

Weill wrote two solo songs for Peachum, and he also sings in three other 

pieces. From his songs, it is clear that Peachum is a pessimist, either commenting 

on the futility of human endeavor (in no. 16) or taking a cynical attitude toward 

young love (in no. 4). His wife has one solo, and appears in four other pieces. 

She, too, comes across as cynical and sarcastic in all of her pieces. There is little 

development of these characters, and they come across as one-dimensional people, 

with little real interest. 

The same cannot be said for Macheath and Polly. The latter has three solo 

songs (including her rightful "Pirate Jenny"), and sings in four other works as 

well. Her first two songs, "Pirate Jenny" and the "Barbara-song" both reflect 

similar sentiments, that of a young girl, unhappy with her current situation, who 

wishes to be rescued by someone "dangerous." The image of the dangerous, 

reckless rogue has long held romantic appeal to many a young girl, and these songs 

reflect just how young and naive Polly really is. Both are narratives with refrains, 

and in each the refrain is set in a musically contrasting style from the verse. 

The "Pirate-Jenny" Song is scored for clarinet, trumpet, percussion, 

including snare drum and triangle, banjo, and piano. In the three stanzas, Polly 

tells the story of Jenny, who works as a barmaid in a cheap harbor hotel. She is 
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tired of her drab existence, and tells of the pirates who will lay waste to the town 

and rescue her. The verses are set in an allegretto duple meter, with a rhythmic 

ostinato provided by the piano, clarinet, and trumpet. The diatonic vocal line is 

patter-like, and stays within a narrow vocal range, consisting primarily ofrepeated 

pitches (Example 3.10). This changes in the refrain. The clarinets, trumpets, 

and trombones sustain a i - v - iv - v progression in B minor (the stanza opened in 

G minor and modulated to D Major). The vocal line becomes semi-serious, with its 

opening minor sixth leap (the largest leap in the song). The tempo slows down at 

this point, and with the open spacing of the chords, plus the lack of a defining third 

in the F# chord, the refrain takes on a mysterious quality, which stands in stark 

contrast to the stanza (Example 3.11). 

Example 3.10 Die Dreigroschenoper, "Pirate-Jenny" Song, verse 
Allegretto ( ~ = 92) 

Polly 

eine Herrrheut sehn Simich GI~- serauf- wach d ich ma- chedas Bettftlr 
Man sagt"Getwischde>ne G\~s- semei!Kind:" und man reichtmirden Penny 

Weill DIE DREIGROSCHENOPER 
Copyright 1928 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.S. and 
Canadian agent for Universal Edition 
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Example 3.11 Die Dreigroschenoper, "Pirate-Jenny" Song, refrain 
Breit 

Weill DIE DREIGROSCHENOPER 
Copyright 1928 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by pennission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U. S. and 
Canadian agent for Universal Edition 

The same occurs in the "Barbara-song," when Polly tells her parents she 

must take her time picking the right suitor. The scoring of this song is similar to 

that of the "Pirate-Jenny Song," for alto and tenor saxophone, trumpet, trombone, 

banjo, and piano. The piano provides the accompaniment for most of the song -

the other instruments do not enter until the last refrain. As in Pirate-Jenny, the 

refrain in this song is in a slower tempo (marked Breit). In the stanza setting, the 

vocal line is patter-like, with a melody that constantly circles around C minor, in 

quick eighth- and quarter-note rhythms. In the refrain, Polly admits that she could 

never allow herself to feel anything for respectable men. Only in the third refrain 

does she admit she's let her guard down for a man who is not respectable. The use 

of the additional instruments, especially the saxophones, provides a sensual quality 

to the song here. Also, the vocal line in the refrain breaks out of the comic patter 

style, and adopts a broader style that has a melodramatic effect. 

136 



In both songs, we see Polly as a bored, naive girl looking for some 

excitement, which she feels will be forthcoming with a dangerous man. The 

romance of this idea holds special appeal for her, and is fulfilled by her marriage to 

Macheath. For this reason, it becomes apparent that Pirate-Jenny is inappropriate 

for Jenny, who is anything but naive, and is in fact somewhat jaded by her 

experiences with Mackie. 

In successive pieces, more of Polly's character emerges. In no. 11, 

"Polly's Lied" (Example 3.12) she believes that Mackie will never come back to 

her, essentially recognizing Macheath for the cad that he is. Because of her 

marriage to Macheath, Polly is forced to face some unpleasant truths, and her lied 

reflects on her newfound maturity. It is scored for clarinet, tenor saxophone, bells, 

harmonium, piano, and low strings. In a slow three quarters time, the melody of 

this song breaks away from the predominantly patter style of her previous pieces. 

Although the vocal line is still restricted in range, there is a certain overdone pathos 

in the choice of the minor mode, combined with the overly sentimental text. It 

would seem that beneath the surface there is still an air of youth and naivete within 

Polly. 
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Example 3.12 Die Dreigroschenoper, Polly's Lied 
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But Macheath is clearly the main character of this work. He too has three 

solo songs, but he appears in nine of the twenty-one pieces. Although Weill 

insisted that the songs were written for singing actors, this is clearly not the case 

with Macheath' s music. During the course of the opera, his personality and 

growing despair are gradually revealed. In his first appearance, the "Cannon 

Song," he is happy, proud, and boastful. But by his last solo piece, an operatic 
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song, which borders on aria, his despair is fully presented to the audience. If the 

opera were to end with this piece, the only possible conclusion would have been his 

execution. The characters, addressing the audience in a typically Brechtian 

fashion, acknowledge that this ending is highly unsuitable due to the comic style of 

the drama, which carried its own expectations of a happy ending. This message is 

the basis for the third finale. 

From the outset, the audience gets a feeling for the type of person Macheath 

is, via the Street Singer's "Mori tat von Mackie Messer" (Moritat on Mack the 

Knife). A moritat is a traditional type of folk ballad sung at street fairs that recounts 

the deeds of some infamous criminal. (Moritat is derived from two German words, 

Mord, meaning murder, and tat, meaning deed.) In this first piece, we hear of 

several murders, rapes, and muggings, and in each case Mackie is suspected of the 

crime, although there is never any proof against him. 

We also gather information about Mackie from his songs, and in each we 

learn a little more about him. He first sings in the "Cannon Song," a duet with 

Tiger Brown. From this piece we learn of their past exploits together as friends in 

the English Army's campaign in India. At the premiere, the audience was lackluster 

in responding to the opera until they heard this song, which brought wild applause 

and commanded an encore. 53 It is a rousing, fun song about the "good old days," 

when the two lived by the cannon, and would make "beefsteak tartar" out of the 

colored people. Ronald Sanders claims that part of the audience's enthusiasm for 

this song is due to the racism inherent in the text, which mirrored their own 

53 Sanders, 17. 
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feelings.54 While this may partly explain the song's popularity, at heart it is really 

just a drinking song, and the music alone could certainly have accounted for its 

great reception. This is one of the few songs that has a deliberately jazzy feel. A 

foxtrot, it is scored for ottavino, alto and tenor saxophones, trumpet, trombone, 

"jazz" percussion, banjo, and piano. It opens with a fast, dotted rhythm melody 

that has a galloping character (Example 3.13). The saxophones and trumpets 

double the voices as the men reminisce about their past exploits. The rhythmic 

ostinato, typical of a foxtrot, is designed to excite the listener, and the excitement of 

the music builds to the refrain, when Macheath and Brown sing in unison about the 

glories of the past. 

54 ibid., 117-118. 
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Example 3.13 Die Dreigroschenoper, Cannon-Song, opening 

Foxtrot - Tempo ( J = 92) 

Weill DIE DREIGROSCHENOPER 
Copyright 1928 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Col'JX)ration, sole U. S. and 
Canadian agent for Universal Edition 

In the "Liebeslied," a duet between Macheath and Polly, the audience gets a 

peek at Mackie' s cynicism toward love. At their wedding, the two of them declare 

their undying love for each other. At least that is what is expected from this type of 

piece. However, what they are actually stating is that love may or may not endure, 

reflecting the uncertainty of their union. It is scored as a Boston, a type of ballroom 

dance related to the waltz that was very popular in Germany after World War I. It 

is likely that many in the audience would be familiar with this type of dance, and its 

bourgeois associations. This bourgeois acceptability, plus the sentimental nature 
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of the melody have a parodistic effect, for the couple is commenting on the nature 

of their wedding: "And though we've no paper to say we're wed/And no alter 

covered with flowers/And nobody know for whom your dress was made/And even 

the ring is not ours,"55 anything but a typical middle-class wedding ceremony. 

Just from these three pieces, we see Macheath as a person who is used to 

getting what he wants, no matter the cost, and without giving much thought to the 

consequences of his behavior. This perception is explored more fully in his next 

two pieces, the "Ballad of the Pimp" (Zuhalterballade ), and "The Ballad of Easy 

Living." In the first, he and Jenny reminisce about the days when he was her 

pimp, and they lived in "domestic bliss." Jenny recalls the days differently, for 

Macheath used to beat her when the money was low. In "The Ballad of Easy 

Living," Macheath sings that it is better to have money and all material needs met 

than it is to be a great, but poor, philosopher or writer. Our image of Macheath is 

strengthened in these pieces. He is a man overly concerned with material goods, 

accustomed to using people, and discarding them when they are no longer of use to 

him. This could be a motive for his marriage to Polly; when he is forced to flee, he 

needs someone he can trust to look out for his business interests, since he cannot 

trust his "associates." 

But we see a change in him in the third act. Confronted with his impending 

death, Macheath is forced to take responsibility for his previous actions. In "The 

Cry From the Grave," he realizes that fate has struck him down, and he prays that 

55 Bertolt Brecht, The Threepenny Opera, trans. Ralph Mannheim and John Willett (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1976), 23-24. 
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someone will go to the Queen so that she may pardon him. This short song is in 

the tradition of the aria agitato, where the character finds himself in a situation that 

leaves him so distressed, he must vent his rage and frustration. In this piece, there 

is a sense of urgency, reflected musically by the use of the minor mode, the tempo 

marking (molto agitato), the rhythmic ostinato in the tom-tom and piano, and the 

fast, almost breathless eighth-note melodic line (Example 3.14). For the first 

time, we see the cracks in Mackie's confident, arrogant veneer, and we see him as a 

little more human. This piece is the most overtly operatic of the whole work, with 

the exception of the last finale. 
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Example 3.14 Die Dreigroschenoper, "Cry from the Grave" 

Molto Agitato ( J . 66 ) 

bier nicht un- ter'm Ha- ge - dom. 
wirk-lich, was man Pei- te nennt. 

Macheath 

Nun bOrt die Stirn - me, die wn Mit - leid rufL 
Jetzt kommt und seht, wie es ibm drek - l<ig geht, 

Nicht un - ter 
Die ihr als 

Weill DIE DREIGROSCHENOPER 
Copyright 1928 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 

Mac- heath liegt 
jetzt isl "' 
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When it appears certain that Mackie is about to be executed, he sings a 

slow, serious song "Epitaph" (more commonly known as "The Ballad in which 

Macheath Begs Forgiveness from Everyone"). In this song, Macheath begs 

forgiveness from everyone he has ever hurt, with the exception of the police. For 

them he only has contempt at their betrayal, and would just as soon see them all 

dead. If this were to be the last musical number, then the only logical conclusion to 

the play would be his execution. However, as mentioned above, a tragic ending 

would not work for this piece. In their next opera, The Rise and Fall of the City of 

Mahagonny, Brecht and Weill would achieve the thoroughly serious tone that 

would allow for a tragic ending. For now, something more lighthearted was 

needed. 

The happy ending comes about through the intervention of the Queen's 

messenger (ironically performed by the same actor who performed Tiger Brown). 

The mounted messenger (accompanied with cries of "Hark, who comes?" from the 

chorus) approaches, and in eighteenth-century style recitative, the Rider proclaims 

that the Queen, for the occasion of her coronation has pardoned Macheath. She has 

invested him with a title, a land grant, and a stipend, and sends her good wishes to 

everyone. Macheath and Polly revel in their good fortune. Peachum informs the 

audience that of course this type of happy ending rarely happens in real life. 

Accordingly, he points out that if you kick a man, he will kick you back, so it is 

best to proceed through life cautiously. 

Macheath, the hero, or perhaps anti-hero of the opera, comes out on top in 

the end. Although necessitated by the expectations of the opera, one questions the 

meaning of having this arrogant, selfish, criminal end up with good fortune. 
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Brecht stated that Macheath is a "bourgeois phenomenon," but not a coward or 

hypocrite.56 Macheath is a businessman, and prefers to conduct his business with 

as little bloodshed as possible. Furthermore, while he wishes to have all of his 

physical needs met (primarily food and sex), he wants these within the confines of 

middle-class norms, hence the reason for his marriage to Polly. But like everything 

else he does, this marriage is purely for business. In this way, Macheath does not 

see himself as a criminal. As such, he truly cannot understand why he has been 

betrayed by his best friend. After all, he has paid good money to secure the 

protection of the police. He certainly does not feel he deserves execution so for 

him, the only possible outcome is a pardon. The title and stipend are simply a 

bonus, and they may influence his decision to leave criminal activity altogether and 

take up banking, a more respectable profession. Of course, in the Germany of 

1928, there were many people who viewed bankers and all other capitalists as 

criminals, Brecht among them. Therefore, Macheath as a criminal is a more honest, 

trustworthy person than Macheath as a banker might have been seen by a faction of 

the contemporary audience (especially those who were members of the KPD). 

The Threepenny Opera could not have enjoyed such enormous popularity if 

the music had been less popular in flavor. After all, how should the music of an 

opera as it would be performed by beggars be presented? Certainly not in the 

"culinary" style that Weill was trying to reform. The music struck a sympathetic 

56 Bertolt Brecht, The Threepenny Opera, trans. Desmond Vesey and Eric Bentley (New York: 
Grove Weidenfeld, 1949), 101. 
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chord with a large audience, helping to bridge the gap between the traditional 

operatic audience and the masses who had been excluded. 

In order to reach this wide audience, the music had to appeal to both the 

lower and upper classes, and Weill succeeded admirably at this task. The use of the 

song as the primary vehicle for musical expression imposed certain limitations on 

the composer. The listener is struck from the beginning by the simple melodic 

lines, chordal, diatonic harmonies, simple accompanimental textures that never 

overpower the voices, and of course the jazz band orchestra. 

Weill, who was known to Aufricht as a composer of "modern" (i.e. 

chromatic and dissonant) music, turned to a musical language that was both 

traditional and new. The three acts of the opera are arranged according to a large

scale tonal movement from C Major to G minor (Act I), G major to G minor (Act 

II), and C Major to F Major (Act III) (Example 3.15). In a traditional opera, one 

might expect the ending to be in C Major or minor, and indeed the third finale is in 

C minor, until Peachum intercepts with his moral. At this point, the tonality shifts 

to F Major. This move to the subdominant leaves the audience with a feeling of 

incompleteness, demonstrating that just as the drama is left open, or unfinished, so 

too is the music. Although Macheath has been pardoned, there are still many 

questions left unanswered: what will become of Macheath and Polly?; will 

Macheath leave his criminal business?; what becomes of Lucy and Jenny?; can 

Macheath and Tiger Brown ever repair their friendship?, etc. The unfinished 

business in the opera is reflected by the tonal movement, which does not end on the 

tonic. Had the opera ended in C Major, there would have been a sense of finality 

and closure that Weill recognized did not exist in the text. 
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Example 3.15 Die Dreigroschenoper, key scheme 

Act I 
1. Overture 
2. Moritat on Mackie the Knife 
3. Peachum's Morning Chorale 
4. The 'Instead-of' Song 
5. Wedding Song 

6. Pirate Jenny 
7. Cannon Song 
8. Liebeslied 
9. Barbara-Song 
10. First Threepenny Finale 

Act II 
11. Melodrama 
1 la. Polly's Lied 
12. Ballad of Sexual Submissiveness 
13. Ballad of the Pimp 
14. Ballad of Easy Living 
15. Jealousy Duet 
16. Second Threepenny Finale 

Act III 
17. Futility of Human Endeavor 
18. Solomon Song 
19. Call From the Grave 
20. Macheath Begs Forgiveness 
21. Third Threepenny Finale 

CMajor 
A minor/C Major 
G Minor 
A Minor 
A Minor 

C minor (F#) 
A Major/F# Minor 
Eb Minor 
Db Major/F Minor 
G Minor 

G Major 
EMajor 
Eb Major 
E Minor 
A Major 
EMajor 
G Minor 

A Minor/C Major 
CMajor 
EMinor 
G Major 
G Major/F Major 

But Weill did not reserve this procedure just for the ending. Half of the 

remaining twenty pieces are open ended in some way. This is achieved either by a 

sudden shift in tonality at the end of a song (this can be seen in the "Barbara-song," 

which moves from Db Major suddenly to F minor, and in the first finale, where the 

music suddenly shifts from F# minor to G minor), or by confusing the listener with 
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an ambiguous tonality. This last procedure is evident throughout the opera, and 

especially achieved by exploiting the minor third relationship between related keys 

(i.e. "The Song on the Futility of Human Endeavor," in which the song is in A 

minor, but C Major is prominent at the end). 

In some cases, Weill ended on the expected tonic triad, but in first 

inversion, therefore weakening the effect of the tonic, and emphasizing the minor 

third relationship. For example, the Mori tat is in A minor throughout, but ends on 

a first inversion chord, therefore placing the C in a prominent position. In addition, 

a C tonality is implied, since the bass movement is primarily C to G, while the 

voice is in A minor. 

In other places, Weill juxtaposed two tonalities, one in the voice, and the 

other in the accompaniment (i.e. the beginning of the first finale, in which the 

voices seem to be in E major, but the accompaniment emphasizes Ct minor, 

"Polly's Lied," in which she sings in E minor, but the accompaniment emphasizes 

G Major, with its G pedal point, and at the beginning of the "Jealousy Duet," the 

voice in E minor, the accompaniment again in G Major). 

Despite these procedures, the listener will still recognize The Threepenny 

Opera as essentially tonal. In most cases, it is possible to distinguish the tonic of 

each song (even if Weill does not end the song on that note). The vast majority of 

the songs are diatonic, at least in the vocal lines. In writing the music primarily for 

actors, Weill was restricted by the type of music that he could write. Most of the 

vocal lines are conjunct ("Anstatt Dass-song," "Liebeslied," "Barbara-song," and 

the "Second Threepenny Finale" are good examples), or more angular, but clearly 

diatonic (the "Solomon-song" is a very good example of this). The actor who 
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played Macheath at the premiere, Harald Paulsen, was a more accomplished singer, 

and this is reflected in his music. It is unknown if Weill would have written the 

same type of music for Macheath with a less accomplished singer in the role, but 

there is some justification for making Macheath's music more operatic, since he is 

the most operatic character. 

Because of the vocal limitations of the actors, the songs were readily 

accessible to the public. It would not be too difficult for the average person with 

some musical training to sing these songs, accompanying themselves at the piano. 

Indeed, a number of the individual songs were printed as sheet music, and the sales 

were exceptional. 

There were several factors that contributed to the enormous popularity of the 

songs. Perhaps the biggest was their overall simplicity. An example is the "Ballad 

of the Pimp" (Zuhtilterballade), sung by Jenny and Macheath. The song is 

strophic, in a three-part form, similar to the da capo aria of opera seria, with an 

abbreviated return of A. The music is lyrical, and the rhythmic ostinato, 

reminiscent of a tango, lends an air of exoticism (and eroticism) to the music. The 

accompaniment is chordal, and the syncopations are not too difficult. The 

harmonies are essentially diatonic, with a heavy reliance on seventh chords. In all, 

this piece could have been satisfactorily performed by someone with only modest 

musical training. 

What gives this song real interest is its context in the play. Jenny and 

Macheath sing of the "good old days," and the nostalgia of the text is supported by 

the sweetness of the music, which is provided by a solo alto saxophone, banjo, and 

piano. In the B section, the vocal line moves away from the lyrical and becomes 
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patter-like. A solo trumpet adds a pungent counterpoint. This change in style 

underscores the text, which has suddenly become explicitly vulgar. In Macheath's 

stanza, he comments on the clients that would come to visit Jenny, while in her 

stanza, she remembers how Macheath used to beat her when she was not making 

much money. Both, however, claim to miss those days, and at this point the music 

of the A section is brought back. The third stanza is even more violent and graphic. 

In this stanza, Jenny reminisces about getting pregnant, but Macheath recalls that 

because of her size they had to change positions in bed, and eventually how they 

killed the baby. Once again they remember the "good old days" in the bordello. 

While they sing, Jenny and Macheath dance, and by the end of the third stanza, 

Jenny dances Macheath right into the hands of Tiger Brown who has been waiting 

to arrest him. 

The sweet, attractive music underscores the content and the context of the 

song, but in an unexpected manner. Instead of using music that is more evocative 

of the violence and drama of the text, the use of pretty, lyrical music makes the 

message in the song all that more poignant. It is the double edged sword of love 

and hate. 

The only exception to the popular musical style within the opera is the third 

finale, which is evocative of the classic ensemble finale found in late eighteenth

century comic opera. It is a large-scale two-part form (Example 3.16). The first 

part, which is dramatically active, is a rounded, three-part form. In A, the chorus 

announces the arrival of the Queen's messenger, in C minor. The music evokes the 

galloping of the horse with the fast 6/8 meter, and the driving sixteenth- and eighth

note rhythms. The crowd anticipates the arrival of the messenger, and this is 
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evident from the beginning, when the melodic line ascends from middle C, rising 

with each statement of "Horch! Wer kommt?" This creates an excited, breathless 

quality, which highlights the crowd's anticipation. 

Example 3.16 Die Dreigroschenoper, Outline, Third Threepenny Finale 

A (Active) 

A Chorus cmmor Allegro vivace 
Arrival of the messenger 

B Brown Recitative 
The Queen pardons Macheath 

c Macheath and Polly cmmor Allegro molto 
Reaction of happiness at being saved 

B (Static) 

D Mr. and Mrs. Peachum c minor Allegro moderato 
Life does not always have a happy ending 

E Tutti (Chorale) FMajor 
Pick your fights carefully 

The next section, B, is the messenger's recitative, in which Macheath is 

pardoned, and given his title and stipend. This section is the only dramatically 

active section in the finale, and the choice of accompanied recitative is appropriate. 

Macheath's and Polly's reaction round out the first part of the finale. Although they 

express their joy at the tum of events, their music belies their words. Macheath 

sings a mock-heroic passage in C minor (one would expect here C Major), claiming 

152 



that salvation comes in the darkest hour. When Polly joins him, her music becomes 

slightly chromatic, and when she says "I am so lucky," she outlines a Bh minor 

sonority. This is then followed by a fragment taken from the Barbara-Song, a 

poignant moment. Although Polly professes her joy, she is also sad, for her 

dreams of danger and excitement are dashed, now that Macheath has become 

respectable, the type of man she had wanted to avoid. 

In the second part (B ), Peach um and his wife present the moral of the tale, a 

procedure not uncommon in mid-eighteenth-century opera. Although the C minor 

associations of Macheath 's and Polly's reaction inform the audience of the 

uncertainty of the situation, Peach um explicitly states that these happy endings are 

uncommon in real life. His music too is in C minor, clueing in the listener that 

indeed there is no "happily ever after" in this story. The opera concludes with a 

chorale, mirroring Peachum's Morning-Chorale. The use of the chorale here is 

ironic. All the characters ask indulgence for their wrongdoing, and remind the 

audience that there are many unfortunate people in the world. This can be seen as 

an appeal to the German audience, many of whom would be familiar with the 

Lutheran chorale tradition, to become more aware of the suffering around them.57 

In this finale, Weill constructed a tidy piece that functioned well 

dramatically. The first part is active, with the arrival of the messenger and the 

pardoning of Macheath, whereas the second half is static. Interestingly, from the 

perspective of tonality, the relationship is reversed, with the first half tonally static, 

and the second half tonally active. As already mentioned, Weill wished to 

57 David Drew, "Motifs, tags, and related matters," in Kurt Weill: The Threepenny Opera, ed. 
Stephen Hinton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 160. 
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underscore the subtext of incompleteness, which he so effectively did by ending in 

the "wrong key." 

Although not the first collaboration of Brecht and Weill's, The Threepenny 

Opera was their most popular. Both were interested in reforming theater 

entertainment, and the result was something entirely new, to which the audiences 

throughout Germany responded enthusiastically. Because of this work, both men 

achieved financial independence, but neither was content to rest long. Since the 

premiere of the Mahagonny-Songspiel, Weill had been intent on creating a full

length opera, which he resumed after finishing Threepenny. 

The Threepenny Opera can be seen as part of an evolutionary process away 

from "culinary" opera, which both Brecht and Weill were interested in reforming 

(although Brecht's ideas were more radical than Weill's, eventually leading to the 

dissolution of their partnership), toward an entertainment that could be grasped and 

appreciated by a wider, artistically less sophisticated audience, but without losing 

their traditional audience. In this, they succeeded admirably. It can even be argued 

that The Threepenny Opera represented the epitome of this goal. 

Their next collaboration, the full-length Mahagonny opera, was rejected by 

much of their new found audience (and the traditional opera audience). Although it 

is a more sophisticated piece, musically and dramatically, it did not achieve the 

popular acclaim of The Threepenny Opera, the reasons for which will be discussed 

in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Four 

1929-1932: Socially Critical Opera 
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Kurt Weill: Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny 

The dangers of the big city became the focus of Brecht and Weill's next 

collaboration, the Mahagonny opera. In 1927, Weill was invited to write a one-act 

opera for the 1927 Baden-Baden Music Festival. This work, his first collaborative 

effort with Brecht, was a setting of several poems from Brecht's 1922 collection 

Hauspostille. The piece, titled Mahagonny-Songspiel, is really more of a secular 

cantata, five ballads set to music without any dramatic connection between the 

poems. The Mahagonny-Songspiel was work was written for six soloists, each 

with an English name. All except Jessie, performed by Lotte Lenya, were 

professional singers. 

The audience responded guardedly to the work, but the singers did not 

realize what a success it was until later that same evening. According to Sanders, 

Lenya went to the hotel bar after the performance and 

found a frenzied discussion in progress. Suddenly I [Lenya] felt a slap on 
the back, accompanied by a booming laugh: 'Is here no telephone?' This 
was one of the more delightful bits of barbarous English in the 'Benares 
Song.' The back slapper turned out to be Otto Klemperer. .. 'With that,' 
Len ya goes on, 'the whole room was singing the 'Benares Song,' and I 
knew that the battle was won. I 

The uneasiness felt by the audience was a result of Brecht's 

characterization, which was meant as a strong indictment of middle-class morals.2 

I Sanders, 92. 

2 Taylor, 106-107. 
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German middle-class audiences were not used to seeing themselves the target of 

satire in opera, and Brecht exploited this insecurity. But Brecht's attitude toward 

his audience was ambivalent, for according to Ronald Sanders, although Brecht 

was clearly critical of his characters, he also showed a bit of sympathy for them: 

"together the poems form a somewhat ambivalent parody of capitalist society, for 

though the roughneck characters in them are meant as travesties of the bourgeoisie, 

the would-be roughneck who has created them [Brecht] is clearly fond of their 

world in many ways."3 Given the confines of the form they were working with, it 

is not hard to understand Brecht's ambiguities, which were ironed out in the full

length treatment of Mahagonny. Here Brecht's contempt toward his characters is 

now crystal clear. (A reason that Brecht may have had some reservations about 

Weill's score may be the fact that much of the music softened the acerbic quality of 

the text. This will be discussed below.) 

Mahagonny is a fictional city where all men could come and be happy. It 

"arose to meet the needs and desires of the people, and it was the same needs and 

desires that brought about its destruction."4 Three of the songs are in German, the 

other two in pidgin English (the "Alabama Song," and the "Benares Lied"). The 

city was populated by "roughneck" men, and in the end, their utopian society is 

shown to be dystopian, a living hell. The name of the city is a made-up name. 

Although it is not the same as the word for mahogany wood (mahagoni) it may 

have been inspired by the SA in their brown shirts, "woodenly" marching along the 

streets of Munich, where Brecht was living at the time.5 

3 Sanders, 84. 

4 Taylor, 161. 
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Keeping in mind that this work premiered before The Threepenny Opera, 

one of the most innovative developments to come out of this work was the use of 

song, a derivative of the cabaret song.6 Brecht was a frequent performer in cabarets 

throughout Berlin, and the use of the song had a tradition in cabaret for expressing 

dissatisfaction with the status quo. Whereas in opera characters rarely sing 

"songs," here Weill and Brecht use song as the main means of musical expression, 

taking American popular song as the source. 

The inclusion of music, and song in particular, was important because 

music possesses one capability which is of decisive significance for the 
representation of man in the theater: it can reproduce the gestus, which 
elucidates the events on stage. It can even create a type of fundamental 
gestus which prescribes a definite attitude for the actor and eliminates any 
doubt or misunderstanding about the respective incident.7 

Brecht and Weill concurrently developed their ideas on "gestic" music, 

music that enhances the objective reality of the text. Brecht especially was critical 

of the mind-numbing, or narcotic, effect of Romantic theater and music, which 

encouraged the audience to assume a passive role, simply allowing the experience 

to wash over them, and wallowing in the emotional aftermath of the events on 

stage. But gestic music enhanced and explicated the text, and the audience was 

encouraged to assume an actively critical stance toward the work being presented on 

5 ibid., 149. 

6 ibid., 107. 

7 Kurt Weill, "Concerning the Gestic Character of Music," in Kurt Weill in Europe, trans. 
Kim Kowalke, 492. 
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stage. In his essay, "Concerning The Gestic nature of Music," Weill asked the 

question "What are the gestic means of music?" and answered that question thus: 

First of all, the gestus is expressed in a rhythmic fixing of the text. Music 
has the capacity to notate the accents of language, the distribution of short 
and long syllables, and above all, pauses .... Furthermore, one can interpret 
rhythmically one phrase in the most diverse ways, and the same gestus 
may be expressed in various rhythms: the critical factor is only whether the 
proper gestus is found. s 

In addition, Weill turned to popular music models for the Mahagonny-Songspiel 

precisely because they were the most appropriate means of expression for the 

characters - common, working class folks. 

Because of the use of this new musical language (which was to be exploited 

more fully in The Threepenny Opera and the Mahagonny opera), the emphasis 

shifted away from the "culinary" (Brecht's term) aspects of opera (opera as a sacred 

artistic institute of the higher classes), and toward embracing a new audience that 

had until now been excluded. Thus, the need for a musical language that would be 

comprehensible and acceptable to this new audience. 

In addition to the use of song, there was a strong aspect of "Americanism" 

in the Mahagonny-Songspiel. The work takes place in a boxing ring. The location 

of the city itself is somewhere in America (it appears to be near Pensacola, Florida, 

but not too far away from Alaska, and close enough to Benares, a city in North 

India that the refugees consider moving there in the end). However, the actual 

8 ibid., 193. 
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location is unimportant, since it could be any city, and indeed was meant as an 

indictment of the ills that plagued Berlin.9 

After the Mahagonny-Songspiel premiered, Weill immediately started to 

work on a full-length treatment of the material. During that summer, Weill worked 

closely with Brecht on the text, because he felt that it was necessary to supervise the 

construction of the libretto in order for it to meet his needs. Although Brecht did 

this somewhat against his will, nonetheless the working relationship was an 

amicable one. 

For the next two years, Weill and Brecht worked on their dystopian 

masterpiece, with occasional interruptions for other projects, primarily The 

Threepenny Opera, The Berlin Requiem and Lindberg's Flight, the last two written 

for radio. Throughout work on the score, Weill sent progress reports to his 

publishers. Dr. Hertzka at UE considered the scenario to be too risque and 

requested some changes, on which Weill accommodated him. 10 

Brecht and Weill wanted to premiere the Mahagonny opera at the Kroll, but 

this was not possible. Instead, Gustav Brecher conducted the premier in Leipzig on 

March 9, 1930. The ensuing riot nearly killed the work, and the second night, the 

performance could only be given with the lights up and policemen lining the 

walls. 11 It must be kept in mind that by this time, Germany and much of the 

Western world were in a severe economic depression, a result of the Wall Street 

Stock Market crash in October, 1929. Along with this economic depression there 

9 Sanders, 85. 

IO ibid., 145. 

II ibid., 149-151. 
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was a growing conservativism in German politics. The Nazis were even 

temporarily voted into power in Thuringia in 1930. It was felt by many that the 

government was responsible for the current hardships, and many saw the National 

Socialists as an attractive alternative. With the death of foreign minister Gustav 

Stresemann in 1929, conservative nationalists became more vocal. The Nazis were 

extremely aggressive in attacking art of which they did not approve, and this proved 

to be the case with Mahagonny. 

Although some Nazis partially incited the riot, this cannot be the sole 

explanation for the work's notoriety. Mahagonny exposed the wickedest, ugliest 

instincts and behaviors of German society, and it seemed too much for the audience 

to bear. As Sanders states "The Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny was, 

taken as a whole, more of an assault upon the German bourgeois audience of its 

day than were any of the preceding works of Brecht and Weill."12 Again, this 

relates to the influence of the cabaret. Whereas bourgeois audiences expected to be 

insulted and satirized at the cabaret (and enjoyed paying out their money for the 

honor), opera was seen as sacred. Brecht and Weill had brought the cabaret to the 

opera, and gave the audience more than it was looking for. Although The 

Threepenny Opera also brought cabaret to opera, it was a comic work that parodied 

opera, and therefore it was easy to overlook its socially critical aspects. Also, it 

was not an opera per se, but a new combination of theater and music, and as such, 

it was not viewed by the public in the same way as Mahagonny. 

There can be no doubt that Mahagonny was an opera that ridiculed opera, 

and the traditions surrounding it. Brecht was somewhat dissatisfied with the final 

l2 ibid., 151. 
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product, for he felt the music was too narcotic. But he did recognize that despite its 

flaws, Mahagonny served a necessary function: 

Perhaps Mahagonny is as culinary as ever - just as culinary as an opera 
ought to be - but one of its functions is to change society; it brings the 
culinary principle under discussion; it attacks the society that needs operas 
of such a sort; it still perches happily on the old bough, perhaps, but at least 
it has started (out of absent-mindedness or bad conscience) to saw it 
through .... And here you have the effect of the innovations and songs they 
sing. 13 

A few days later, a successful performance of Mahagonny was given in 

Cassel. For this performance minor changes were made to the score, including 

moving "Nur die Nacht" to the beginning of the third act.1 4 Due to the notoriety 

surrounding Mahagonny, a number of performances that had been scheduled were 

subsequently cancelled. Later performances were closed to the public and 

performed by subscription or invitation only.15 In September 1930 Mahagonny 

was given a performance at a "closed" festival of modern opera in Frankfurt. This 

performance was well received, and was one of the last pre-Hitler performances to 

go off without incident. 

During the winter of 1930 there were riots at several performances that 

rivaled the one at the premier, and in Thuringia the work was banned. The Nazi 

government in Thuringia viciously attacked the artistic merit of the work and of 

13 Bcrtolt Brecht, "On Form and subject Matter," in Brecht on Theatre , trans. John Willett, 
41. 

14 Sanders, 150. 

15 ibid. 
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Weill, who in their minds was a prime example of the "degenerate, Jewish 

bolshevist artist." 

Brecht and Weill finally saw their dream of a Berlin performance realized in 

December 1931. Aufricht put together a company to perform Mahagonny. 16 It was 

staged at the Theater am Kurfi.irstendamm, and was conducted by Alexander 

Zemlinsky. In a move to make this piece more accessible to a larger audience (and 

no doubt to help cover expenses), experienced singing actors from operetta and 

cabaret were brought in, including the extremely popular Trude Hesterberg in the 

role of Widow Begbick, and again Lotte Lenya as Jenny (reprising her role from 

the Songspiel). In addition, the opera was cut down from its two and one-half 

hours, and several new pieces were injected. This version turned out be very 

successful, and it ran in Berlin for several months. 

Aesthetic Aims Behind Mahagonny 

Despite the controversy surrounding Mahagonny, this was Brecht and 

Weill's second most popular work, indicating that there was something in the work 

itself that spoke to the audiences. What that may have been may be the product of 

their philosophy of the role of music and theater. 

Weill and Brecht worked together for two years on the production of 

Mahagonny, and during this time they had been formulating their aesthetic aims. 

As time went by however, their ideas started to develop in different directions, so 

that by 1930 their working relationship started to dissolve. 

16 Taylor, 180-185. 

163 



It is possible to read in their own words what their aesthetic goals were. 

Both were prolific writers, and Weill especially left behind a large body of essays, 

primarily those written for Der deutsche Rundfunk. Each of these men came into 

the partnership with different strengths and contributed different, but equally 

important ideas. Brecht brought with him the concept of epic theater, 

Verfremdungseffekt, and the aesthetics of agit-prop, with its emphasis on the 

problems of the modern age, and its goal of reaching a primarily working-class 

audience. Weill, on the other hand, in order to accommodate the epic theater, 

contributed the concept of gestic music, music whose purpose is to make concrete 

the spirit, or gestus, of the music. 

Both men had in common their desire to redefine art and its function, and no 

doubt that is what led to their fruitful collaboration. As Ronald Taylor states, 

both men were out to break the comfortable middle class, art-as-consumer
goods dominion of the cultural market, with its pretentious elitism and its 
philistine values; both assumed that it was the responsibility of art to speak 
to the heart of man, both as a private creature and as a social being, not just 
to provide a superficial gratification or to minister to a fleeting fashion.17 

Brecht and Weill were aware of the dangers of their works quickly 

becoming outdated. For this reason, they wanted to portray timeless people in 

timeless situations, in a contemporary setting, and with contemporary music. 

Instead of merely portraying current situations, they presented larger issues. Their 

goal was to base opera "upon great, comprehensive, generally valid themes 

which . . . deal with .. .larger relationships."18 According to Brecht, "oil, inflation, 

17 ibid., 117. 

18 Kowalke, 483. 
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war, social struggles, the family, religion, the meat market, all became subjects for 

theatrical presentation."19 This goal was well suited to the methods of epic theater. 

In his essay, "The Problem of Form in Modern Opera," Weill explained it thus: 

If now we again wish to stimulate the operatic audience to reflect and to 
think ahead, then here we must succeed in presenting simplified, typical, 
basic situations even more than in spoken drama. The prevailing phases of 
development have already evolved a series of new stylistic elements which 
in part return to the pure operatic forms of earlier times. We can count 
among these stylistic elements perhaps the renunciation of the illustrative 
function of music, the elimination of false pathos, the division of action into 
closed musical numbers, and the dramatic utilization of absolute musical 
form.20 

Epic theater, as explained by Brecht, was a new type of anti-Romantic, 

rational theater. As he proudly proclaimed, 

I'm for the epic theater! The production has got to bring out the material 
incidents in a perfectly sober and matter-of-fact way. Nowadays, the play's 
meaning is usually blurred by the fact that the actor plays to the audience's 
hearts. The figures portrayed are foisted onto the audience and falsified in 
the process. Contrary to present custom they ought to be presented quite 
coldly, classically and objectively. For they are not matter for empathy: 
they are there to be understood. Feelings are private and limited. Against 
that reason is fairly comprehensive and to be relied on.21 

It was felt that the audience should be actively engaged in the drama. To that end, 

epic theater "does not propose to describe but to report. It no longer proposes to 

19 John Willett, Art and Politics in the Weimar Republic: The New Sobriety, 1917-1933 (New 
York: Pantheon, 1978), 71. 

2° Kurt Weill, "The Problem of Form in Modem Opera," in Kurt Weill in Europe, trans. Kim 
Kowalke, 542. 

21 "Conversation with Bert Brecht," in Brecht on Theatre, trans, John Willet, 15. Willett notes 
that Brecht's words were "translated" for a general audience by the interviewer, Bernard 
Guillemin. IL is also the first time Brecht explicitly discussed his ideas on epic theater. 
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form its plot according to moments of suspenseful tension, but to tell about man, 

his actions and what propels him to commit them."22 

In every way possible, Brecht and Weill wanted to break from the Romantic 

tradition. As discussed by Weill in his essay "Concerning the Gestic Character of 

Music," 

The theater of the preceding era was written for its sensual palatability. It 
sought to titillate, excite, stimulate, and upset the spectator. It pushed the 
material aspects into the foreground, and for the presentation of the material 
it enlisted every theatrical device from authentic grass to conveyor belts . 
. . . The other form of theater, which is beginning to be successful today, 
counts on a spectator who follows the proceedings with the quiet 
composure of a thinking man and who, since he really wants to think, 
perceives any demands on his pleasure center as an annoyance. This theater 
seeks to show what man does. It is interested in material aspects only up to 
the point where they provide the framework or pretext for human relations. 
Therefore, this theater puts greater value on actors than on stage apparatus, 
and it denies its creator the epicurean posture that its audience renounces. 
To the highest degree, this theater is unromantic; for 'romanticism' in art 
precludes thinking, it involves narcotic properties, it shows mankind in an 
exceptional state, and in it golden age (Wagner) it generally relinquished any 
representation of mankind.23 

For the purposes of epic theater, it was necessary to alienate the spectator 

from the events of the stage. Alienation, in Brecht's usage, referred to dramatic and 

staging elements that prevented the spectator from being taken in by the illusion of 

theater. Brecht did not want the audience member to get involved in the play to the 

extent that the illusion took on an aspect of reality. Instead, he cloaked his drama in 

elements that emphasized the illusory unreality of the theater, in the hopes that the 

audience would maintain a rational awareness of the events on the stage. Some of 

22 Kurt Weill, "Zeitoper," in Kurt Weill in Europe, trans. Kim Kowalke, 483. 

23 Kurt Weill, "Concerning the Gestic Character of Music," in Kurt Weill in Europe, trans. 
Kim Kowalke, 491-492. 
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his favorite techniques for accomplishing this goal included the use of projections, 

music (often set off by a dramatic change in lighting), austere settings, half 

curtains, and an "epic style" of acting, wherein the actor distanced himself from the 

character, not subsuming himself within the character. 

As touched on above, the use of gestic music was very important in Brecht 

and Weill's conception of epic theater. Music's role was to provide the gestus, or 

essential tone or attitude, of the drama. Weill felt that one of the most effective 

musical parameters for communicating the gestus was rhythm, especially the 

rhythmic expression of the language. There could be numerous musical 

possibilities, but the rhythmic element would define the gestus. For example, 

throughout several of his operas, Weill used the tango in situations that may be 

described as "amorous." In Act II of Mahagonny, the men line up at a brothel, 

impatiently awaiting their turn with the prostitutes. The tango (the "Mandalay 

Song") here underscores the "amorous" situation, although in an ironic fashion. 

This is a typical situation for which Weill would use the tango. Traditionally 

associated with erotic love, here the tango becomes a comment on the emptiness of 

emotion in the present situation, wherein the men are simply interested in fulfilling 

their physical needs. 

In the use of gestic music, the music itself would not advance the plot. In 

the above illustration, as in much of the music of Mahagonny, there is little dramatic 

action in the individual pieces (there are some notable exceptions), but the music 

provides an added dynamic to the presentation that helps to increase our 

understanding of the characters' motivations. 
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Brecht was critical of the score of Mahagonny, believing that it went too far 

into the narcotic, and allowed the listener to become emotionally involved with the 

characters and the dfama.24 Perhaps this is the case. By the end of the opera, one 

feels for the plight of Jimmy Mahoney, partly due to his impassioned pleas for 

salvation that go unheeded, and partly due to the beautiful funeral dirge that pays 

tribute to Jimmy's spirit, and spells the city's doom. 

The Mahagonny Opera 

According to Douglas Jarman, "Mahagonny [was] the focal point of the 

whole Brecht-Weill collaboration, [and] is the most openly political and socially 

critical of their large-scale works."25 Mahagonny was a provocative work, and 

intentionally so. But, Brecht and Weill had slightly different conceptions of the 

work, and "in general. .. Brecht saw the work as a parable for capitalism, [while] 

Weill became less and less inclined to take this view of it and pref erred looking 

upon it as a parable for human greed."26 The main character is the city itself, the 

subject is the city's story, and the content of the opera is pleasure.27 

It is the story of a city that arises out of nothing, its purpose to meet men's 

baser needs of sex, gambling, drinking and gluttony. Although the city early on 

experiences several crises, it eventually stabilizes. (This is parallel to the early 

24 Jarman, 59. 

25 ibid., 50. 

26 Sanders, 146. 

27 Taylor, 161. 
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years of Berlin in the Weimar Republic.) Four lumberjacks from Alaska come to 

the city, and are ensnared by the city's numerous charms. One of the lumberjacks, 

Jinuny Mahoney, becomes dissatisfied with the prohibitive rules within the city, 

and on several occasions tries unsuccessfully to leave. As the city faces its greatest 

crisis, a hurricane, Jimmy discovers a new rule, that of doing whatever one wants. 

As the townsfolk adopt this new philosophy, the hurricane departs from its course, 

and spares the city. 

In the second act, the lumberjacks and men of the city are seen living this 

new motto to the fullest. There is a feeling of euphoria at the avoidance of the 

disaster, and the townsfolk abandon themselves to hedonism. This is analogous to 

the feverish nightlife that flourished in Berlin after the end of the devastating 

inflation of the early twenties. One of the lumberjacks eats himself to death, and 

later another gets killed in a boxing match. Jimmy bet all his money on his friend, 

and now cannot pay his bar tab. No one will lend him money, so he is arrested. 

In the final act, Jimmy is tried and found guilty of numerous crimes, the 

most severe of which is the lack of money. Jimmy cannot bribe his way out of the 

charges, and his remaining friends (SparbUchsen Bill, roughly translated as Bank

book Bill, and the prostitute Jenny) refuse to lend him any money, claiming that 

money is something beyond friendship and love. Therefore, he is sentenced to 

death, and executed. 

Finally, the people of Mahagonny realize they are in hell, and despairingly 

sing of a better life in Benares. In the very last piece of the opera, one of the most 

beautiful pieces in the entire work, the characters march around the stage, with 

placards proclaiming various anti-capitalist slogans, singing "Konnen einem toten 
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Mann nicht helfen" (You can't help a dead man). With this, the moral of 

Mahagonny is clear. The love of money, above all else, is the root of evil. It is 

interesting that the only surviving lumberjack is the one who personifies this greed, 

Bank-book Bill. Just before he is executed, Jimmy hands Jenny over to Bill, and 

everyone agrees they are a perfect match. 

The epitome of capitalist greed, the city of Mahagonny is destroyed by the 

same desires that lead to its founding. Just like its fictional counterpart, Berlin too 

was to become a living hell, and within a few years of the opera's premiere, the 

predictions found in Mahagonny had become reality for Berlin. 

Mahagonny is a highly cynical work, and has a depressing effect upon the 

listener. Although it is filled with gorgeous music, it does not entertain and uplift 

the audience like traditional opera. Instead, it brings the middle class onto the 

stage, and makes it stand there, stark naked, for all to see and criticize. It is no 

wonder that it met with so much resistance. It is a tough pill to swallow. 

Like the Mahagonny-Songspiel, the music of Mahagonny is derived from 

popular sources, and is a somewhat difficult work to categorize. Ronald Sanders 

states "it really is opera in every sense of the word: two and a half hours of 

continuous recitative, arioso, and ensemble broken only by two intermissions."28 

Ronald Taylor makes the following statement about Mahagonny: it is "a true opera, 

with recitative, arias (including the songs), duets, trios, quartets, ensembles and 

orchestral interludes.''29 Perhaps the best defense of Mahagonny as opera comes 

from Brecht, who stated the following in his essay "On Form and Subject Matter": 

28 Sanders, 151. 

29 Taylor, 159. 
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Why is Mahagonny an opera? Because its basic attitude is that of an opera: 
that is to say, culinary .... The opera Mahagonny pays tribute to the 
senselessness of the operatic form. The irrationality of opera lies in the fact 
that rational elements are employed, solid reality is aimed at, but at the same 
time it is all washed out by music. A dying man is real. If at the same time 
he sings we are translated to the sphere of the irrational. (If the audience 
sang at the sight of him the case would be different.) The more unreal and 
unclear the music can make the reality ... the more pleasurable the whole 
process becomes: the pleasure grows in proportion to the degree of 
unreality.30 

The strength of Brecht's argument is in his attempt to define the function of opera. 

To him, opera is the epitome of the irrational representation of a drama, and 

Mahagonny makes a decided attempt at laying bare this fundamental irrationality. 

Sanders and Taylor are also correct in their definition of Mahagonny as 

opera, but the weakness of their argument lays in their classification of Mahagonny 

as an opera based on traditional operatic structural and musical qualities, without 

taking into account the work's modem features (features which strive specifically to 

remove Mahagonny from the realm of traditional or "culinary" opera, and to update 

it for a modem audience). Although there are superficial parallels between 

traditional opera and Mahagonny, such as inclusion of recitative, arioso, and active 

ensembles, in many ways, Mahagonny more closely resembles the Broadway 

musical, with its self-contained vignettes (preceded by projections describing the 

situation), and of course its songs. The songs, while functionally similar to aria, 

would not likely be interpreted as aria, especially when contrasted with Jimmy's 

"Nur die Nacht" (Only the Night), the one true aria in the opera. 

30 Brecht, "Form and Subject Matter," 35-36. 
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"Nur die Nacht" opens with a somber Eb minor rhythmic ostinato in the 

woodwinds and low strings, quickly establishing the mood, or gestus, as a serious 

one. In m. 5, the alto saxophone and clarinet enter with a surprisingly sweet, yet 

also poignant melody (Example 4.1) The falling major second in m. 7, Bh to Ab, 

is prevalent, and functions as a musical sigh. Clearly, Weill intended for Jimmy to 

be seen as a tragic figure, destroyed by the vices of the city. Jimmy enters in m. 

13, accompanied only by a muffled tomtom that continues the rhythmic ostinato. 

The tomtom imparts the feeling of subdued threat, and it is easy to imagine Jimmy 

being accompanied to the gallows by the drumbeats, much as Berlioz did with the 

timpani beats at the beginning of the fourth movement of the Symphonie 

Fantastique. It is the night before his execution, and he is chained to a lamp post, 

ignored by those who pass him by. He sings "When the sky turns bright, then 

begins an accursed day. "31 The saxophones enter with an ascending perfect fifth, a 

musical analogue of the rising sun. But Jimmy knows he has one last moment of 

peace, and in a beautiful refrain, he prays that the night will last forever. His 

impassioned plea (Example 4.2), which begins in m. 30, emphasizes both the 

ascending fifth and the sighing figure. Jimmy is all too aware that the night will 

soon end. 

31 My translation. 
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Example 4.1 Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, "Nur die Nacht," opening 

b~·-----

Weill AUFSTIEG UND FALL DER STADT MAHAGONNY 
Copyright 1929 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by pennission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.S. and 
Canadian agent for Universal Edition 

Example 4.2 Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, "Nur die Nacht," refrain 

Nia die Nad:i1.. 

l.....J l.....J 

Weill AUFSTIEG UND FALL DER STADT MAHAGONNY 
Copyright 1929 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 

• 

Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U.S. and 
Canadian agent for Universal Edition 
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In m. 39, the flutes and clarinets assume the melody. Although the tempo 

remains the same, a sense of forward motion and tension is achieved by the 

chromatic movement. Whereas the first verse was essentially diatonic (Eb minor 

modulating to C minor), this chromatic music reflects Jimmy's inner struggle. He 

vows to fight them off when they arrive to take him away. The sighing figure is 

still present in the melody and the bass, but it competes with the rhythmic ostinato, 

which repeats a five-bar harmonic pattern: D# diminished, to A major 7, to ob 

major 7, resolving on an Eh minor triad in second inversion. The unresolved 

dissonances within this progression are a musical analogue of Jimmy's own inner 

struggle. But he manages to put on a brave face. As he becomes more defiant (m. 

62 ff., when he yells "Stick that in your pipe!"),32 the music gains momentum with 

the ascending bass line (Ab - B - Db - D - E). In addition, the harmony becomes 

even more muddied, with a series of extended triads (C minor, Bh minor 7, A 

minor 9, Eh minor 7) in inversion further obscuring the tonic. At the moment that 

Jimmy is most defiant (m. 66 ff.) Weill insistently pounds out a G dominant 7 for 

four measures before resolving to C minor. Jimmy, finally realizing the 

desperation of his situation immediately launches into the refrain, praying that the 

night will never end, his melody rising to a double forte high C in m. 75. Having 

exhausted himself, Jimmy realizes the finality of his situation, and in m. 89, Weill 

brings back the subdued tomtom, underlining Jimmy's eventual disposition. The 

saxophones return and the curtain falls as they reiterate the sighing figure in Eh 

minor. There can be no doubt at the outcome. 

32 My translation. 
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It is clear that Weill's sympathies were with Jimmy, and by the end of this 

number, the saxophones alone cry for his tragic fate. Brecht was correct in his 

assertion that Weill's music encouraged an emotional reaction from the audience, 

for it is hard not to feel Jimmy's pain as the curtain falls. Certainly no one in 

Mahagonny will, and this indictment of the "City of Nets" is especially harsh, made 

the more so by this exquisite aria. Jimmy's execution, while inevitable, is seen as 

particularly heartless, and it should come as no surprise that the Nazis in the 

audience at the premiere were inflamed; perhaps they recognized themselves as the 

target of Brecht and Weill's sharp criticism. 

After Jimmy is executed, his body is paraded around the stage, and the 

characters carry placards proclaiming such slogans as "For the continuation of the 

Golden Age," "For the freedom of all people," and "For bravery against the 

defenseless." This number, "Aber dieses ganze Mahagonny" (But this 

Mahagonny) is dramatically static, functioning as the moral. The first half focuses 

on life in the city, and although it is a bad life, man still has the power to take 

control and make changes. Several numbers are reprised, including "Aber dieses 

ganze Mahagonny" heard at the end of the first number when the city was founded, 

and the "Alabama Song," which acts as a transition to the second half of the finale, 

"Konnen einem toten Mann nicht helfen." The focus in the second half shifts to the 

hopelessness of the situation, where life in the city has spiraled out of control; man 

is dead, and there is nothing that may be done to help him. In this context, the 

"Alabama Song" acts as a transition from life, terrible as it was, to death, reflected 

in the text, by Jenny's farewell to the moon of Alabama. 
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The Alabama Song first appears as no. 4, when Jenny and the other 

prostitutes initially arrive in Mahagonny. They bid their previous lives (including 

their youth and innocence) farewell, and move toward a symbolic death in the "City 

of Nets," which they will only later recognize as the living hell that it is. The song 

is scored for a jazz combo - piano, banjo, trumpet, alto saxophone, and percussion. 

It consists of four stanzas, and in each case, Jenny looks for some new form of 

distraction - the next whiskey bar, pretty boy, or little dollar. In a touching refrain, 

Jenny reflects on her past life, and realizes that she cannot return to it. 

In the verse, Jenny is accompanied by a C minor rhythmic ostinato 

presented in the banjo and piano. Her melody is simple, limited to three pitches -

A, B, C (Example 4.3). Color is added with the use of the blues major/minor 

third in the prostitute's mournful echo, when the banjo's offbeat dyad moves from 

C - Eb to C - E. The song is slightly off kilter, and Jenny's melody enters on 

different beats of the measure - as an anacrusis to m. 3, the second beat in m. 11. 

In addition, the rhythm of the melody is unpredictable, and there does not seem to 

be any discernable pattern to the accentuation of the text. There is also a childlike 

quality to the persistent C - A falling minor third. As in The Threepenny Opera, 

here Weill also obscured the tonality of the piece, with the voice in A minor, the 

accompaniment in C minor. All these factors taken together give the song a 

drunken quality, which marks the new life on which Jenny is about to embark 

while at the same time musically referencing her soon-to-be lost innocence. 
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Example 4.3 Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, "Alabama Song" 

p Jenny 

Ob &bow u.a Ille way ID Ille ""'' whU- l:y bar. 

Weill AUFSTIEG UND FALL DER STADT MAHAGONNY 
Copyright 1929 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
Used by pennission of European American Music Distributors Corporation, sole U. S. and 
Canadian agent for Universal Edition 

In the refrain, Weill juxtaposes two keys, when the accompaniment shifts to 

G Major, the voice to E minor. A mournfulness is imparted to the music by the use 

of the blues major/minor third, and can be seen in the accompaniment in mm. 27-

28, when Weill shifts between G and G#. In the refrain, numerous chromatic 

colorations of the melody create a sense of instability. These procedures help to 

characterize Jenny herself as unstable, a little drunken, and also a bit naive, due to 

the childlike quality of the melody. 

The refrain of the "Alabama Song" is brought back in the Act 1 finale, when 

the hurricane fast approaches Mahagonny. Again, this fragment creates a transition 

from life to death, and Jenny's youthful sorrow now takes on a plaintive quality, 

underscored by Jack's despairing counterpoint. But the disaster is averted, and the 

"Alabama Song" only fulfills its intended function in the finale of the opera, where 
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it becomes clear to all on stage, and in the audience, that there is no final salvation, 

as there was at the end of The Threepenny Opera. 

Tying together the disparate elements at the beginning of "Aber diese ganze 

Mahagonny" is a persistent rhythmic ostinato, punctuated by an increasingly loud 

snare drum (Example 4.4). The tempo, Largo, combined with the duple meter 

and the use of the snare drum give a somber martial feel to this music. This is 

exploited more fully beginning in m. 210 when the chorus sings "Konnen einem 

toten Mann nicht helfen" (Example 4.5). With each statement of this sentiment, 

the brass and snare accompaniment become louder. The B minor tonality never 

wavers, reflecting the singlemindedness of those on stage, persistently hammering 

out the moral of the tale (there is nothing at all subtle about the text, the use of the 

martial music, or the placards). By the end of this piece, and the opera, the listener 

is struck by the absolute power of this music, all the more so because of its beauty 

and simplicity. This music does not need to be complicated, and indeed, it would 

detract from the sentiments expressed if it were more so. 
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Example 4.4 Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, "Aber dieses ganze 
Mahagonny" 
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Copyright 1929 by Universal Edition 
Copyright renewed 
All Rights Reserved 
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Example 4.5 Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, "Konnen einem toten 
Mann nicht helf en" 
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Weill allowed for maximal clarity of the text with his setting - a homophonic 

men's chorus alternating with soloists. They clearly declaim the text in straight 

eighth notes, and the accompaniment is minimal - the piano and brass punctuate 

these statements with an obsessively repetitive rhythmic ostinato. It is clear that 

Weill wanted this text to be easily understocxl by the audience. 

The ending of the opera is especially powerful because of its overriding 

pessimism. Not only is this a funeral march for Jimmy, but also for every person 

like him, who only desires to be free and happy. It is also a funeral march for 

Germany. Brecht had never been fond of the Nazis, having had early exposure to 

their violent methods from his youth in Munich, and by the time of the premiere of 
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Mahagonny, the Nazis were making rapid gains with the electorate. This thinly

veiled criticism of the ills of the big city and of the Nazis was no doubt too much to 

bear for those in attendance at the premiere; thus, their violent reaction. 

In all, Mahagonny is an operatic tour-de-force that incorporated numerous 

disparate musical elements: "Baroque counterpoint, neo-classical arioso, the open 

melodiousness of operetta, melodrama, a cape/la outbursts, accompanied 

recitatives, foxtrots, blues, - and of course, the famous 'songs.' "33 From the 

moment it starts in the desert, with the refugees founding their "City of Nets" to the 

end when the survivors proclaim pessimistically that there's nothing you can do to 

help a dead man, the piece never lets the spectator take a break, never once gives the 

audience a chance to catch its breath. This may be one reason why the ending is so 

poignant. 

After the last notes have been sung, one is left with a feeling of heaviness 

and sadness. The chorus delivers a sermon to the audience, and the blatant slogans 

on the placards are meant to drive home the message, thereby awakening feelings of 

rage in the audience. (Ideally it would be rage at the injustices presented on stage, 

which could be generalized to everyday life in Depression-era Germany, but more 

likely the rage was from being forced for a brief moment to view these injustices, 

something to which it would have been easier to turn a blind eye.) The people of 

Mahagonny killed their hopes for any chance of freedom and happiness, and 

Jimmy, the only free spirit among them, the one who represented hope and 

happiness, was martyred. 

33 Taylor, 162. 
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After Mahagonny 

During rehearsals for the premiere, the growing tensions between Brecht 

and Weill started to become more and more apparent. It was obvious that their 

goals for the opera were different, for "Brecht was firmly marching down the road 

marked 'Art as an Agent of Social Change', [while] Weill. .. [had] his mind rather 

on attracting a wider public to the experience of art."34 Weill did not want his music 

to play a submissive role to any political agenda in the drama, while Brecht wanted 

a composer who was more politically committed to the communist cause. Weill, 

always leaning to the left, was not as Marxist as Brecht, and Brecht found his 

kindred spirit in the music of Hanns Eisler. 

What is most surprising about the dissolution of their partnership was that it 

was not a clean break. Instead, during the next few years, the two worked together 

on other projects, until 1933. They next collaborated on the musical Happy End, a 

farcical comedy about gangster life. It tells the story of Lillian Holiday, a lieutenant 

in the Salvation Army, who falls in love with the gangster Bill Cracker. She 

eventually manages to convert Bill and his gang, who all eventually join the 

Salvation Army. This work is essentially a play with songs that have a loose 

connection to the text. But the production was not without its problems. In the 

third act, Helene Weigle appeared on stage and read from a communist pamphlet, 

which created an uproar. This was a last-minute addition, and it was added after 

"Brecht's friends ... persuaded him that the work's lack of political commitment 

suggested that he had capitulated to the bourgeois idea of the theatre as mere 

34 ibid., 118. 
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'entertainment.' "35 The work was not well received, and withdrawn after a few 

performances. 

In the spring of 1930, Brecht and Weill wrote the school opera Der Jasager. 

The text was adapted from a Japanese Noh play that had been translated by 

Elisabeth Hauptmann. They had intended for the opera to be performed at the 

Berlin Festival of New Music, but it was withdrawn in protest when Massnahme 

was rejected by censors. Instead, it premiered June 23, 1930 in a radio broadcast, 

and quickly became popular. Written specifically for children, by 1932 it had been 

performed in over three hundred schools. It is the story of a boy who joins a 

pilgrimage to the mountains in order to get a cure for his sick mother. The leader 

does not think the boy can make the journey, but he allows him anyway. Along the 

way, the boy falls ill and sacrifices himself. Brecht was attracted to this text 

because it illustrated "a paradigm of subservience to a higher law which could be 

reproduced in modem secular terms. "36 

Tensions between Brecht and Weill had become more troublesome. Brecht 

wanted music simply to underline the politics and philosophy of his text, and he felt 

that Weill's music encouraged too much of an emotional involvement. It became 

apparent that they were not meeting each other's needs, and they did not work 

together again in Germany. Soon after Hitler became Chancellor, both men left 

Germany, with Weill eventually settling in New York, where he made a career for 

himself on Broadway. 

35 Jarman, 52. 

36 Taylor, 168. 
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Chapter Five 

1933: A New Art for a New Reich 
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The appointment of Hitler as Chancellor on January 30, 1933, signalled not only 

the beginning of the end for the Weimar Republic but also for its modem art. 

Almost without exception, the Nazis undertook to rid Germany of all modernist art 

produced in the previous fifteen years, equating that art with the decadence of the 

age. The Nazis attacked modernist artists, and mocked and banned their works. 

As early as 1929, the Nazis had started attacking modernism, feeling it was 

"disruptive" to the nation. In 1930, Wilhelm Frick, the Minister of Education and 

Culture in Thuringia issued a statement denouncing the Negro influence on German 

culture. 1 He felt that modern art was unduly influenced by Africa, and he pointed 

to the rage for jazz as a prime example. The Nazis immediately began to influence 

public opinion against all modern art. Such tactics as book burnings, the 

defamation of modem artists, and exhibits of 'degenerate' art were undertaken in an 

attempt to educate the people to the poisonous effects of modernist art on the "true" 

German culture. 

The effect this had on artists in Germany was devastating. In the early 

months of the Third Reich, many of Germany's most prominent artists, including 

Brecht, George Grosz, Paul Klee, Vassily Kandinsky (although Russian by birth, 

he lived and produced his most important work in Germany), Thomas and Heinrich 

Mann, Arnold Schoenberg, Emil J annings, and Marlene Dietrich left Germany, 

many going to France or the USA. Many of the ernigre artists operated under the 

hope that their exile would be temporary. In their new countries, these artists faced 

a number of problems, not the least of which was the lack of a German-speaking or 

-reading audience. 

1 Erik Levi, Music in the Third Reich (London: Macmillan Press, Ltd., 1994), 86. 
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In order for those who stayed in Germany to remain publicly active, they 

had to conform to the emerging Nazi program for the arts. In an address of May 9, 

1933, Josef Goebbels stated that "German art in the coming decades will be heroic, 

steely, romantic, it will be unsentimental and down to earth, patriotic with great 

fervour, it will be communal, committed and binding or else it will cease to exist.'72 

Goebbels was put in charge of the Reich's Ministry for Popular Enlightenment and 

Propaganda, allowing Nazi control of the types of art to which the public was 

exposed. In September 1933, the Reichskulturkammer (Reich's Culture Chamber, 

RKK) was created, which oversaw the subchambers governing the various arts and 

the press. It became a requirement that artists wishing to be active had to register 

with their respective subchamber. Anyone suspected of being Jewish or leftist was 

not allowed to join, and all members had to establish their Aryan credentials. 

One of the most infamous art events of Nazi Germany was the Entartete 

Kunst (Degenerate Art) exhibit of 1937 .3 Although there had been purges of 

objectionable art as early as 1930 (in Thuringia), after the Berlin 1936 Olympics 

these purges escalated, and artists including Cezanne, Van Gogh, and Picasso, 

along with numerous German artists such as Grosz, Dix, Beckmann, and Klee, 

were targeted. Over 16,000 works in all were confiscated and stored in a Berlin 

warehouse. It was from these works that the Nazis culled the pieces that would 

eventually be included in the Entartete Kunst exhibit. 

2 Reprinted in Cedric Williams, Writers and Politics in Modern Germany, 1918-1945 (London: 
Hodder and Stoughton, 1977), 56. 

3 Stephanie Barron, ed. "Degenerate Art": The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nazi Germany 
(Exhibition Catalog, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1991). 
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This exhibit was put together for the sole purpose of defaming the 

represented artists, opening them up to public ridicule. The exhibit, which opened 

on July 19, 1937 was held across from the Munich Haus der Deutsche Kunst, 

which was running a parallel exhibit of "good" or acceptable German art. The 

Entartete exhibit was held in cramped quarters, and the works were crowded 

together, poorly lit, in a chaotic fashion. Many were attributed to the wrong artist. 

In addition, the price paid for each piece was posted, in inflated Marks, therefore 

making it seem that much more had been paid for the works than was the case. 

Also, there were a number of inflammatory statements consisting of harsh verdicts 

by Hitler, Goebbels, and Alfred Rosenberg, painted on the walls. The exhibit ran 

in Munich until November, and was a great success. Due to its popularity, 

arrangements were made for the exhibit to go on the road, touring throughout 

Germany and Austria, through 1938. 

After the exhibit, many of these works were destroyed. Some were 

auctioned in Switzerland, but the sale proved to be a resounding flop. 4 Many in the 

international artistic community feared that they would be lining Hitler's military 

coffers and stayed away. As a result, the sale only brought in approximately 

$115,000, much less than had been anticipated. Today, many of the works remain 

unaccounted for, and it can only be speculated that if the sale had been more 

successful, additional auctions would have been held. 

Following the success of the Entartete Kunst exhibit, the Entartete Musik 

exhibit opened in Diisseldorf in 1938. 5 Hans Ziegler, the Intendant at the German 

4 ibid. 

5 ibid., 94-98. 
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National Theater in Weimar (he had been a deputy under Frick in 1930), organized 

this event to present to the German public unacceptable music. This event did not 

garner the same attention that the Entartete Kunst exhibit did for several reasons. 

First, it was not an officially sponsored project of the Reichsmusikkammer 

(Reich's Music Chamber, RMK), and in fact, Goebbels distanced himself from this 

event. As a result, the press did not give the exhibit much notice, and this lack of 

publicity kept the crowds away. Also, by 1938 focus had shifted away from 

cultural policy toward foreign policy, since it seemed that war was imminent. 

The Entartete Musik exhibit was hastily put together, and there was no 

official catalogue of the event. The exhibit consisted of photographs and portraits 

of restricted musicians, and copies of their scores and theoretical writings. There 

was a listening booth, where members of the public could hear recordings of 

unacceptable music, and among the works included were the five operas featured in 

this study, plus Stravinsky's L' Histoire du Soldat, and Berg's Wozzeck and 

Lulu.6 Modem musicians had a marginally easier time than other artists at first.7 

Although the Nazis wanted to "clean up" modem music, they were less consistent 

in their attacks. Early in the regime, Hitler showed little interest in actively 

campaigning against modem music, and Goebbels' interests primarily lay with film 

and literature. In fact, Goebbels championed a more progressive agenda for the 

RMK. He even initially embraced expressionism as a truly Germanic music, and 

fought for it, a battle he eventually lost. Therefore, relatively less attention was 

focused on modem music (with the exceptions of stringent attacks against atonal 

6 A detailed account of the Entartete Musik, including inventory, is given in Levi, 94-98. 

7 Levi, 82 ff. 
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music, and the firing of Jewish musicians) early in the regime, and it was still 

possible to hear performances of some modern music, including such works as 

Bart6k's Second Piano Concerto, Krenek's Theme with Variations for Orchestra, 

conducted by Klemperer in Berlin, and Weill's Silbersee.s 

There was also lack of consistency with which composers were singled out 

for attacks.9 In general, composers who had been involved with the neue 

Sachlichkeit movement were attacked. However, whereas Krenek and Weill were 

summarily dismissed as degenerate, Hindemith enjoyed some favor in the Third 

Reich. A reason for this may have been Hindemith's interest in German folk 

music, which the Nazis felt was appropriately nationalistic. There was even an 

enthusiastic reception for the premiere of his Mathis der Mahler Symphony. But 

Rosenberg stepped up his attacks on Hindemith in the press, and in 1940, having 

fallen out of favor, Hindemith emigrated to the USA. 

When the Nazis first came into power, they immediately undertook a 

dramatic change in the operatic institutions of Germany. 10 The civil service law of 

April 7, 1933 allowed for the termination of opera personnel who were thought to 

be politically suspect. Directors and conductors from Berlin, Cologne, Dresden, 

Frankfurt, Leipzig, and Mannheim were quickly replaced by musicians sympathetic 

to the party. 

8 ibid., 85. 

9 ibid., 107ff. 

10 ibid., 166-192. 

189 



In some of these cases, the new personnel retained a commitment to 

producing new opera. 11 For example, in January, 1934, Karl Bohm replaced Fritz 

Busch as conductor of the Dresden Opera. However, Bohm continued to program 

new works, including Richard Strauss' Die Schweigsame Frau, with a libretto by 

the Jewish poet Stefan Zweig. In addition, Bohm also promoted the career of the 

Swiss composer Othmar Schoeck. According to Levi, "the advocacy of music by a 

non-German in such a major centre was in itself a bold move at a time when 

internationalism in culture was generally deplored."12 

Along with changes in the opera houses came changes in the repertoire. 13 

There was a strong push from the beginning to suppress "unacceptable" repertoire 

and revive opera with a "pure" German content. It became obvious that "from the 

outset of the Third Reich, the Nazi administrators and commentators ... [desired to] 

establish an operatic repertoire which would match the aesthetic and ideological 

requirements of National Socialism."14 Those composers who were sympathetic to 

Nazi ideals, such as Hans Pfitzner, Paul Graener, and Max von Schillings, and 

who wrote in a late-Romantic musical idiom, were especially favored. Also, 

Gustav Lortzing's operas enjoyed a strong revival, reflecting the push also to revive 

Volksoper. 

11 ibid., 171. 

12 ibid., 177. 

13 ibid. 182 ff. 

14 ibid., 182-183. 
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However, the vast majority of the new works by party-sympathetic 

composers were not popular, and only had a few performances. IS Instead, the 

public seemed disposed toward escapist opera - light operettas and comedies, and 

of the approximately 170 new operas performed in the Third Reich, these were the 

most popular.I 6 As an example, Norbert Schutlze's opera Schwarzer Peter (1936) 

had over seven hundred performances in a six-year period. 

In the standard repertoire, the five most popular composers were Wagner 

(although there was a marked decline in performances of Wagner's operas between 

1932 and 1940), Verdi, Puccini, Mozart, and Lortzing.17 In addition, the most 

popular operas were Der Freischutz, Carmen (this despite Nazi attempts at 

discrediting the racial purity of the composer), Lohengrin, and La. Boheme. Is 

To summarize 

despite a constant propaganda campaign from Nazi critics which extolled 
the virtues of the work of certain composers, opera administrators and the 
public remained largely unconvinced by the neo-Wagnerian repertoire of 
[Paul] Graener, [Georg] Vollerthun and [Max von] Schillings that utilised 
a largely redundant musical language.19 

Further, "the younger generation of composers, such as [Werner] Egk and [Carl] 

Orff, attracted greater attention because they managed to balance a genuine interest 

IS ibid., 186. 

I6 ibid., 188. 

I? ibid., 192. 

IS ibid., 193. 

I9 ibid. 191. 
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in folk material with a surface modernity that was rarely provocative enough to 

arouse official hostility."20 

Not only did the Nazis attack modern art music, they also attacked jazz, 

because it was so explicitly identified with the Republic, and also with Jews and 

Negros. It was with jazz, "more than in any other style of music, that the Nazis 

could achieve a nue integration between their ideology of racism and their aesthetic 

opposition to modernism."21 

Although they were officially opposed to jazz, the Nazis tolerated some 

continued presence for a number of reasons. Goebbels realized that with its 

enormous popularity, it would be impolitic to ban jazz. Instead, he felt that a 

tolerance of this music would encourage the masses to accept the Party. With the 

banning of foreign musicians, numerous German jazz bands were formed. Their 

music was often a watered down version of jazz, along the lines of Lawrence Welk, 

a far more acceptable type of music to the Nazis. Also, with the beginning of 

World War II, Goebbels allowed jazz to be played on the radio in an effort to boost 

the morale of the German soldiers. Jazz recordings were sometimes available 

through the black market, and many people literally risked their lives to tune their 

radios to British and American stations that broadcast the likes of Benny Goodman. 

Despite being initially less consistent in attacking modern music, the Nazis 

soon stepped up their attacks, forcing German musicians, like their colleagues in 

other fields, to join in the cultural emigration. 

20 ibid. 

21 ibid., 120. 
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In a fifteen-year period, German society underwent a series of upheavals 

beginning with the devastating defeat in World War I, followed by the massive 

inflation of 1923, and then several years of relative stability due to currency 

reforms, only to end in the rise to power of Hitler and the Nazis, who 

singlehandedly robbed Germany of its cultural legacy from the previous decade and 

a half. No art is created in a vacuum, and the turbulence of the Weimar Republic 

was mirrored by young artists, many of whom were born around the turn of the 

century. The body of work created in these years stands as a unique historical 

document, providing a glimpse into a dynamic time. 

With the end of the war, there was a desire on the part of young artists to 

reject the society of their parents, the society they felt was responsible for the war. 

To that end, they also rejected the art of the latter nineteenth-century. A reaction to 

the trauma of the war, they turned to a new kind of art that had started to enter the 

German cultural scene prior to the war -- expressionism. The first wave of 

expressionism was typified by a desire to break from the perceived strictures of 

Romanticism. The early expressionists were influenced by such artists as Van 

Gogh, Cezanne, and Munch, and their art was characterized by bright colors, 

angularity, and distortion -- a rejection of traditional standards of beauty. These 

attitudes were picked up and amplified by the post-war generation of expressionist 

artists. For these artists, expressionism was the perfect outlet for their deepest fears 

and anxieties. For example, they had a strong aversion to technology, due in part 

to the destructive role played by technology in the war, which turned the war into a 

singularly bloody event, and a desire to return to a simpler time. The expressionists 

felt that humanity had lost touch with its soul, and above all else, they wanted to 
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reconnect with it. In the visual arts, expressionism was manifested by visual 

distortion, nightmarish subjects, and bold colors. In music, the tonal system that 

had governed the Western art music tradition for over two hundred years dissolved, 

with the equalization of the twelve chromatic tones, a result of the work of 

Schoenberg and his students. And on the stage and in literature, characters cried 

for the dawning of a new day, a return to simpler times, and a bonding of all 

Europeans into a single brotherhood. Paul Hindemith answered this cry with his 

setting of Oskar Kokoschka's play Marder, Hoffnung der Frauen. To 

accommodate the text, Hindemith adopted a musical language that went beyond late 

nineteenth-century extended diatonicism, and ventured into a kind of diatonic 

chromaticism, wherein he exploited the chromatic possibilities of juxtaposition of 

closely related keys. The inherent dissonance of this musical idiom was especially 

well suited to the tension within the text, and by setting up a musical conflict 

between the diatonic and the chromatic, Hindemith musically reflected the dramatic 

conflict as well. 

But this expressionistic fervor soon mellowed, with the arrival of a relative 

stability in German society brought on by the stabilization of the economy. No 

longer did artists reject the modern world. Instead, they embraced it, producing 

works that showed a new sobriety, coming on the heels of the drunken excesses of 

expressionism. The social and political climate was finally stable (for a short 

period), and there was time to reflect and to embrace the modern world. These same 

artists, in an effort to bring art to audiences that had traditionally been excluded, 

assimilated the growing popular culture, bridging the gap between "high" and 

"low" art. 
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In the visual arts, the bold distortion of expressionism was replaced by a 

photographic quality to the paintings of such artists as Max Beckmann and George 

Grosz. The cinema, an increasingly popular form of entertainment, brought the 

social ills of life in the city to the big screen, in an effort to expose a part of society 

that had often been swept under the rug. And in music, composers embraced the 

musical language of an earlier age - the eighteenth century - with its emphasis on 

clarity of structure and line. Hindemith's opera Cardillac reflected this transition 

from expressionism to the new sobriety, as epitomized by Ernst Krenek's Jonny 

spielt auf and Kurt Weill's Die Dreigroschenoper. The expressionistic libretto of 

Cardillac, with its focus on the alienation of the artist from society (which carried 

with it strong Romantic overtones), was reflected by a musical idiom that ran along 

a continuum from the dissonant, chromatic language of expressionism to the clarity 

of the Baroque, with its reliance on such forms as fugue, passacaglia, and 

variations. Cardillac is an architecturally coherent work, and the focus of the 

music is on the contrapuntal line; dissonances are a result of the coming together of 

disparate musical lines. 

By the middle of the 1920s, Germany had settled into peace and prosperity, 

and the arts enjoyed a high level of activity and demand. This can be seen in all 

areas of culture - the visual arts, literature, theater, cinema, and popular culture. 

The cabaret, a unique form of popular satirical theater, and the cinema, especially 

influenced the theater. This blurring of the lines between "high" and "low" art may 

be seen especially in two works that represented the pinnacle of art in the "golden" 

twenties - Jonny spielt auf and Die Dreigroschenoper. In both works, a new spirit 

is evident, and this is brought to life by the inclusion of popular dance music and 
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jazz. Jazz was the sound of the Weimar Republic, and in these two operas, it 

brought a new freshness to the stage, to which the audiences responded 

enthusiastically. These two works were the two most popular operas of their day, 

and both, in different ways, spoke to contemporary audiences. 

Jonny spielt auf was a comic opera in which Krenek held up for public 

display two diametrically opposed types of artists - the stodgy Central European 

intellectual, who cares more for the art than the audience, representative of Krenek 

himself, and the free-spirited American or French artist, whose goal is to entertain, 

a symbol of the modern world. In this work, the central issue is whether the old 

style intellectual artist can indeed bring himself into a new age, an age visually 

represented in this work by the inclusion of modern elements and technologies -

telephones, cars, trains, and of course jazz music. Krenek clearly comes down on 

the side of progress, as represented by the death of the violinist Daniello, who 

cannot bring himself into this age, as he is rooted in the nineteenth century. Max is 

able to transcend his background, and in the end departs for America, the land of 

opportunity. The inclusion of jazz music created quite a stir, but it served the 

function of musically representing both the modern characters, Jonny and Yvonne, 

and the hustle and bustle of the modern world, in this case Paris. Without jazz 

music in this score, it would not have been a convincing portrait of the modern age. 

Kurt Weill approached his Threepenny Opera from a similar, yet also 

different angle. This work, which is a satirical look at the problems facing the 

modern age, is composed almost exclusively of music inspired by popular song. 

The song replaces the aria, as befits this update of John Gay's The Beggar' s Opera. 

The characters are common, and the music serves to draw attention to this fact. The 
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aim of Weill and Brecht was to present an opera as it might have been presented by 

those on stage. Therefore, it became necessary to use a musical language that 

reflected their social status. Many of the songs in this work are strophic, 

structurally simple, and feature obsessive ostinato figures. Another important 

component of the opera is the scoring, which prominently features the banjo, 

saxophone, trumpet, percussion, and piano, all instruments found in jazz combos. 

These two works came at the very height of what has commonly been 

referred to as the "Golden Twenties." There was a high level of cultural activity, 

and Germany, especially Berlin, was known for its active nightlife. But underneath 

this exterior of release, there was a growing reactionary undercurrent. This 

growing conservativism may be seen by the gains of political parties on the right, 

especially the Nazis, who in 1930 briefly came to power in Thuringia. There was 

deep-seated anxiety in many sectors of the society, and this may have been the 

result of too many changes in the society in too short a time. Berlin was seen by 

many as a den of hedonism, and it was not long before artists and politicians 

reacted to this. In 1929 economic disaster brought many to the brink of starvation, 

and the government, unable to deal with this situation effectively, was seen as 

uncaring. 

In 1929, Brecht and Weill brought a particularly sharp indictment of the ills 

of the society to the stage with the premiere of the full-length Mahagonny opera. 

Where The Threepenny Opera had maintained a critical distance via comedy, 

Mahagonny went directly for the jugular, exposing man's ugliest nature, for all to 

see. Brecht, who was a staunch Communist, felt that capitalism was to blame for 

many of the problems in German society, and in the end, Jimmy Mahoney dies 
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because he cannot compete in a capitalist world. Mahagonny, a mythical "City of 

Nets" in America (the location is unspecified, and could be representative of any 

city, especially Berlin) is founded by three fugitives, who declare that folks should 

be able to enjoy their lives to the fullest. The city soon fills with prostitutes and 

other people who engage themselves in gluttonous behavior: gambling, sex, and 

food. The only character who comes out ahead is Bank-book Bill, the 

representative of capitalism. At the end, Jimmy's body is paraded around the stage, 

while the characters sing a powerful funeral march remembering his passing. This 

opera presented man at his worst, and it was too much for many to bear. Opera, 

traditionally a sacred institution, was invaded by this stinging criticism, and there 

was a strong controversy surrounding this work, partly a result of the riot that 

occurred at the premiere, which was instigated by Nazis in the audience. Brecht 

and Weill were able to see where German society was headed, and although many 

did not want to believe them, their predictions were born out a few short years later. 

This reactionary trend was stimulated partly by the Great Depression. 

Within a few months of his appointment as Chancellor, Hitler undertook to 

dismantle all the cultural gains of more than a decade. He labeled many modernists 

as "degenerate," "bolshevist," "cosmopolitan," and vociferously ousted mcxlern 

artists from public life. He instigated programs of reform and education, to show 

the German public that it had been duped by mcxlernists, and that the true path lay 

in returning to the values and aesthetics of late nineteenth-century Romanticism. 

This had a devastating effect on the cultural life of Germany, for many of the 

country's brightest artists quickly emigrated within the first few months of the 

regime. These displaced artists ended up primarily in France, the Soviet Union, 
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and America. The extreme reactionary stance of the Nazis soon infiltrated all levels 

of society, and strict control was exerted on all cultural products. A dynamic, rich 

time in Germany's cultural history was all too quickly demolished, bringing to an 

end an important chapter in the history of twentieth-century art. 
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