Toward a Renovation of Motivic Analysis:
Corrupt Organicism in Berg’s Piano Sonata, Op. 1
M AT T HE W ARNDT
This essay takes up Theodor W. Adorno’s agenda for turning analysis around to show how Alban Berg’s
music, specifically his Piano Sonata, op. 1, accomplishes a “permanent re-absorption back into itself”
as the realization of a corrupt organicism, an organicism fixated on death and decay instead of growth
(1982, 184). A hallmark of this corrupt organicism is the exhaustive use of backward development,
where a leap forward in motivic development is filled to make the coherence of contrasting parts more
comprehensible. Motivic analysis, traditionally focused on forward development, is ill-equipped to deal with
this phenomenon. In order to understand the process of backward development in Berg’s music, then, this
essay contributes to a renovation of motivic analysis. I will show that a fatalistic corrupt organicism is not
only thematized in the sonata—“a tragic work” that ironically begins with the fated end of its “funereal”
closing theme (Carner 1975, 100)—but pervasively effected through exhaustive backward development,
liquidation, and harmonic re-absorption.

At some point the concept of analysis as applied to Berg will have to be turned
around in the same way his music turned from the whole to the smallest entity (in
which the whole disappears) at its end.
–Theodor W. Adorno

Much analytical and critical commentary on Alban Berg’s music, particularly
his Piano Sonata, op. 1, has viewed it through an organicist or idealist lens, arguing
that it enacts some sort of becoming by means of motives.1 However, Adorno argues
that such motivic development toward the form as a whole represents only the first
half of a “double movement” toward being and non-being in Berg’s music (1991, 39).
On account of this double movement, “the whole character of his music is that of
permanent re-absorption back into itself” (Adorno 1982, 184; emphasis original).
In other words, Berg’s music does not just develop out of its individual elements but
“strives toward the individual element as its goal, that is, toward a threshold value
bordering on nothingness. That is the technical corollary of what has been interpreted
as the death urge in Berg’s music” (Adorno 1991, 37; see also Adorno 1982, 182). 2
I thank my anonymous reviewers and editor Sarah Marlowe for their fruitful feedback.
1

See Redlich 1957, 48; Jarman 1979, 31; Schmalfeldt 1991, 98; Headlam 1996, 33; Wadsworth 2008, 331.

2 Vasili Byros relates Adorno’s reference to a death urge in Berg’s music to an “inclination to defamiliarize
and resist all things normative or systemic,” which is opposed to an inclination to form an “all-embracing
system.” He argues that these impulses play out through an opposition of tonality and atonality within the
Piano Sonata, each of which aims to be systematic but is dissolved by the other (2008, 280 and 279). Byros’s
premise that atonality represents “pure negation” (313)—“a purely ‘motivic’ discourse untainted by the taboos
of convention” (307)—is difficult to square with Berg’s impassioned insistence that the Second Viennese School
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He suggests that this corrupt organicism—an organicism fixated on death and decay
instead of growth—“comprises its true modernity” (Adorno 1991, 39).3 Adorno
therefore proposes turning analysis around toward this permanent re-absorption as
“the agenda for future, satisfactory understanding of Berg” (ibid., 38). I take up this
agenda with respect to Berg’s Piano Sonata, except I do not abandon motivic analysis,
as Adorno suggests (1982, 184).
Motivic analysis as it has been practiced—including by Adorno, by his own
admission—cannot demonstrate permanent re-absorption, not because motives are
somehow irrelevant to the matter but first of all because this analysis has largely focused
on forward development, while permanent re-absorption involves a predominance of
what Arnold Schoenberg calls backward development (1995, 159). In Schoenberg’s view,
which he passed on to Berg, the introduction of a motivic contrast generally signifies a
leap forward in development, and subsequent “back-formations”—that is, intermediate
stages along one or more logical strands of development—can help to fill the gap so as
to make the coherence of the contrasting parts more comprehensible.4 Example 1 gives
prototypical cases of forward versus backward development from Berg’s Piano Sonata. 5
Motive e develops forward into the new motive f, by first expanding the unison to a step
and then evening out the rhythm and intervals while repeating the leap (Example 1a).
Motive g similarly varies its rhythm, intervals, and components by stages, but rather
than producing something new, it develops backward into motive a, i.e., backward
along the developmental strand (traced by the arrows) that leads from a to the original
statement of g (Example 1b). If one were to object: “but g is already a variation of a to
begin with,” I would agree, and the music traces out this relation for the listener in a
certain step-by-step reverse order.
Just as it is preferable not to leave any notes hanging in species counterpoint,
which means eventually filling all melodic leaps (Lewin 1983), so with the motivic
domain in much late eighteenth- to early-twentieth-century art music, eventually filling
cultivates “the entire wealth of music’s resources,” including “all the formal possibilities established through
centuries of musical development” (1994, 1029). In contrast to Byros, I explore the interconnection of particular
motivic content and conventional formal procedures. For more on this topic, see Arndt, forthcoming.
3 The phrase corrupt organicism originates with Seth Monahan, who—likewise drawing on Adorno—uses it
to describe the effect of the finale of Gustav Mahler’s Sixth Symphony, produced by somewhat similar technical
means (2007, 80). On the broader “obsession with mortality and decay” in fin-de-siècle central Europe, see
Harrison 1996, 3.
4 Schoenberg, “Der musikalische Gedanke, seine Darstellung und Durchführung” (July 6, 1925), Arnold
Schönberg Center (www.schoenberg.at), T37.08, 5. “In art there is only coherent contrast” (ibid., 6).
5 The two-beat pickup at the beginning of the sonata has elicited conflicting numberings of the measures. The
present study follows Adorno and the new edition edited by Klaus Lippe in calling the pickup measure 1.
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(a) A prototypical instance of forward development.

(b) A prototypical instance of backward development.

Example 1
Prototypical examples of forward and backward development.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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developmental leaps with back-formations (as in Example 1b) is a guideline: it can be
advantageous, but many factors can mitigate against it.6 In Berg’s music, however,
motivic gap-fill is practically a rule: backward development is exhaustive, re-absorbing
every motive, Gestalt (shape), and theme not only into a Grundgestalt (basic shape) but
further into a basic motive, and in this way the process becomes a hallmark of corrupt
organicism.
The example above, although it is fairly straightforward, raises questions
that are hardly asked by motivic analysis as it is currently practiced: What kinds of
relations of identity define and differentiate the various statements of, say, motive g?
What conditions warrant ascription of these relations? What kind of coherence exists
between a and g, for example? What are the means by which such a coherence can be
recognized? With forward development, these questions can, to a certain extent, be
glossed over by treating temporal succession (which is self-evident) as a correlate of
logical succession (which is much subtler); with backward development, these questions
are more or less unavoidable.
This is all to say that motivic analysis has hardly dealt with backward development,
not merely because writers have not recognized its existence—in a few cases, such as
Adorno, they have, at least to a degree—but because the analytical tools at hand are
simply not up to the task.7 Although motives are prominent in, and integral to, a vast
body of music, motivic analysis has developed relatively little within the field of music
theory since the pioneering work of Schoenberg, and in most cases his work has hardly
been assimilated.8 We have reached a strange contradiction where motives are regarded
as both (musically) central and (theoretically) marginal. This contradiction is even
stranger if one considers that it does not exist in the field of computational musicology,
which has vigorously pursued motivic analysis according to its own methodology. One
factor in this contradiction is that for various reasons “Schoenberg the theorist has
been marginalized” (Dunsby 1997, 190; see also Arndt 2018, 1–5). Another reason
6 Schoenberg describes backward development as the default for contrasting “subordinate idea[s].” He cites an
example from Ludwig van Beethoven’s String Quartet in F major, op. 135/1 (1995, 159 and 155), in which the
basic idea of the primary theme (mm. 1–2) and the first idea of the transition (mm. 11–12 with the pickup) are
varied and superposed in the elaboration (mm. 73–74 with the pickup), which clarifies their coherence.
7 According to Adorno, “while [Berg] adopted the technique of ‘developing variation’ from Schoenberg, he
unconsciously steered it in the opposite direction” (1982, 38). Adorno thereby refers to backward development,
but he regards it as outside the scope of developing variation as conceived of by Schoenberg, which is false.
Wadsworth also demonstrates a degree of motivic reconciliation in the Sonata, but only between what he regards
as motive-forms (discussed below), not motives or Gestalten (2008, 346 and 348).
8 For example, the ambitious work of Rudolph Réti (1961 and 1967), of which I shall say more presently,
does not cite Schoenberg and reinvents a number of his concepts. For an excellent history of motivic analysis,
see Dunsby 2002, 911–916.
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motivic analysis has not received more attention is that it has a reputation of tending
towards the extremes of pointing out the obvious and picking out the dubious. One
thinks immediately of the work of Rudolph Réti (1961 and 1967), who is said to posit
tenuous motivic and thematic connections in order to demonstrate that his approach
is comprehensive (Dawney 1968, 314–315; Cook 1987, 3).9 In truth, there is much of
value in Réti’s work, but by his own admission it is only the beginning of a theory, not
least because he “does not believe in the possibility or even desirability of enforcing
strict musical definitions” (1961, 12n1). On the contrary, it is precisely such reliance
on rough distinctions that tends to confine one to either placing a square peg into a
square hole or forcing a square peg into a round hole. In order to turn analysis around
to understand Berg, then, the essay must contribute to a renovation of motivic analysis.
My method is to refine and apply Schoenberg’s theory of form with respect
to motives, using Adorno’s critical insights into the death urge and modernity of
Berg’s music as a benchmark for what theory and analysis might support. This neoSchoenbergian method is particularly apropos for the Piano Sonata as Berg professedly
“received” it “directly” from his teacher Schoenberg (Redlich 1957, 68).10 Although
my focus is motivic development, I also attend to the presentation of the musical idea—
the expressive interaction between motivic development, broader formal processes,
and the working out of harmonic and contrapuntal unrest. The musical idea is the
primary principle, sought in vain by Leonard B. Meyer, that governs the succession
of motivic appearances; Meyer considers the absence of such a principle “a crucial
problem” for motivic analysis (1991, 246). I find that a fatalistic corrupt organicism
is not only thematized in the sonata—“a tragic work” that ironically begins with
the fated end of its “funereal” closing theme (Carner 1975, 100)—but pervasively
effected through exhaustive backward development, liquidation, and harmonic reabsorption.11 The study shines new light on Berg’s accomplishments and expands
possibilities for analysis.

9 On the other end of things, for example, Pieter Bergé and Jeroen D’hoe regard motives on the musical surface
as related to a “superficial” “level of musical understanding” (2009, 9).
10 For additional information regarding Schoenberg’s influence on Berg in this sonata, see Schmalfeldt 1991,
80–81.
11 For in-depth discussion of the beginning of the sonata, see Schmalfeldt (1991, 109) and Hatten (2007, 65–
66). It is not fortuitous that this sonata with its death wish is in B minor. From the eighteenth century onward, B
minor is associated with melancholy and submission to God or fate (as in funeral hymns), and also with violence
and devilry (Steblin 2002, 295–298; Beckh 1977, 171 and passim).
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Motives, Gestalten, and Backward Development

The most fundamental distinction in the motivic domain is between motives and
Gestalten. Motives are “at any one time the smallest part[s] ... that, despite change and
variation, [are] recognizable as present throughout” (Schoenberg 1995, 169).12 A Gestalt
is a part with “a characteristic feature,” such as “a striking interval” (ibid.). Motives
are typically two to four notes long, whereas melodic Gestalten are prototypically made
up of two or three statements of a motive and thus typically one or two measures in
length. However, “a Gestalt can be short or long and embrace all groupings that can be
sensed as unities” (Stein 1964, 94). Gestalten are typically thematic, like motives, but do
“not necessarily have more than local significance” (Schoenberg 1995, 169). The main
motives and (small) Gestalten in Berg’s Piano Sonata, shown in Example 2, are typical
in the ways described here. (In my examples, I indicate motives and Gestalten with
lowercase and uppercase letters, respectively; their forms, discussed in the appendix,
are indicated with superscripts.)13 Motives a–i are three or four notes each. Gestalten B,
C, D, E, G, H, and I are made up of two or three statements of motives b, c, d, e, g, h,
and i, respectively; they are about one or two measures long, and they are thematic. The
development of motives a–i is synopsized in Examples 9–17 in the appendix.
Why is it necessary to distinguish between motives and Gestalten? Why can
we not just speak of smaller and larger motives? Because otherwise one will overlook
the motives that make up the Gestalten, or conversely one will overlook the Gestalten
made up by the motives, as the reception of Berg’s Piano Sonata demonstrates. Adorno’s
motivic analysis is by far the best to date, in my estimation (1991, 42–46). Nevertheless,
even he does not distinguish between motives and Gestalten, and accordingly he does
not recognize motives b, d, g, h, and i; nor does he observe Gestalten C and E.14 While
people can in good faith perceive motives differently, Adorno’s analysis, which omits
half of the motives and Gestalten shown in Example 2, is simply incapable of coming to
terms with the intrinsic and intricate logic of the sonata’s motivic content, which I will
elucidate momentarily.

12 Schoenberg considers all motives except the basic motive to be ‘more remote (contrasting) motive-forms’
(discussed below; 1967, 25). While I recognize that motives can be derived from a basic motive, to avoid
confusion I refer to them only as motives, not motive-forms.
13 Fritz Cassirer uses a similar notation (1925). Schoenberg (1967; 1995) uses letters in an inconsistent
way, sometimes for motives or Gestalten, and sometimes for features. He also uses numbers in an inconsistent
way, sometimes for different exact repetitions and sometimes for different motive-forms or Gestalt-forms. This
inconsistent usage has obfuscated these categories.
14

Adorno also segments e, f, and H differently.
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Example 2
Motives and Gestalten.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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Motives (and by extension Gestalten) and their forms are prototype-driven
categories whose prototypes are bundles of abstract “features” or of concrete
“element[s]” (Schoenberg 1967, 16; emphasis mine).15 Features can pertain to “intervals,
rhythm, character, dynamic, stress, metric placement, etc.” (Schoenberg 1995, 171). For
example, motive a (Example 2) prototypically features a dotted figure with a stress on
the last note, two rising leaps of a perfect fourth and an augmented fourth, and an
ethereal character. According to Schoenberg, “every element ... must be considered to
be a motive [or motive-form] if it is treated as such” (1967, 9). I indicate such elements
in my examples with fractions. For example, d2/2 in mm. 28–30 is an element of d2
(Example 11a).
Motives and Gestalten are recognized through repetition, immediate or mediate
restatement. This repetition may be varied, in which some components or features are
retained while others are changed, added, or omitted. Wherever it aids comprehension,
I indicate repetition and variation in my examples with arrows. In the approach taken
here, the perception of motivic repetition and variation is not a matter of empirical
observation; it is an interpretive judgment based on methods of variation and categories
of statements.16 The perception of connection of motives and Gestalten is similarly an
interpretive judgment informed by categories of coherences. Definitions and examples
of these categories are given in the appendix.
A link is a connective statement of two motives or Gestalten that makes a direct
coherence between them more comprehensible. A missing link is a retrospective link
after a motivic contrast and thus the linchpin of backward development.17 The simple
rule is this: if the link is at the first appearance of a motive or Gestalt, then it is a
regular link; otherwise, it is a missing link. Example 1a features a prototypical link,
the joint statement of e and f at the first appearance of f, and Example 1b a prototypical
missing link, g ⇒ a, long after the first appearance of both a and g. These links involve
reinterpretation of motives, but there are numerous ways to demonstrate coherences,
as I explain in the appendix. The profusion and variety of links go far beyond what
is usually considered under the rubric of linkage technique, namely the succession of
Gestalten or phrases with shared components, for example the same pick-up.
Over the course of Berg’s Piano Sonata, not only is the basic motive a shown to be
coherent with every other motive or its Gestalt, but correlatively every motive is shown

15

Schoenberg seems to use feature and element interchangeably; I distinguish between them.

16 In this respect, my approach is different from those taken in computational musicology, of which three
notable examples are in Buteau and Mazzola 2008; Lartillot 2009; Pinto 2012.
17

Schoenberg does not discuss links or missing links.
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boldface numbers = measure location of a link that demonstrates a direct and strong coherence
roman numbers = measure location of a link that demonstrates a direct but weak coherence
boldface letters = path of an indirect but otherwise strong coherence via a third motive/Gestalt
roman letters = path of an indirect and weak coherence via a third motive/Gestalt
b
a

b

c

d

e

f

g

c

from a: 64, from c:
138,
179–180
177–178

d

e

f

g

h

i

from d:
17–18

from a:
138

from a:
a–e–f

from h:
95–96

from i:
i–c–a

from e:
108–109

from f:
75

from a:
178
from g:
56, 111,
160
from g:
g–e–b

from h:
h–e–b

from b:
8, 70
from i:
85, 89

from c:
157–158

from c: 40

from c: 70,
78–79,
128, 159
from i: 84

from g: 39

from d:
137

from i:
73–74

from e: 39
from g:
102,
175–176

from h:
100

from e:
e–c–i
from i:
i–c–e

from g:
g–e–f

from h:
h–e–f

from f:
f–c–i

from h: 49

from i:
i–c–g

from b:
from b:
5–6,
11–12,
176–177
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from c: 11,
122–123
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c–g–d

from c:
from f:
100–101,
75
138,
155–156
from e:
107–108
from d: 30 from d:
d–e–f

from e: 31

h

from i:
92–93

Example 3
Coherences between motives or Gestalten in Berg’s Piano Sonata.

to be coherent with every other motive (Example 3).18 Take motive b (and Gestalt B),
for example. The table shows that motives a, c, e, f, and i link directly to b. Conversely,
b itself links to c, d, and i. Finally, g and h also connect to b through the mediation of
e. All of the links cited in Example 3, which do not include repetitions, can be looked

18 I consider possible indirect coherences between motives that are already directly coherent as insignificant
and do not list them.
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up in Examples 9–17, according to whether they are initiated by motives a through i,
respectively. In determining this initiation, I privilege the motive with the most salient
antecedent. For example, c3 in B 2 (in mm. 5–6) can be ascribed to B 2 (Example 10), even
though both parts have immediate antecedents, because the connection to B 2 in m. 4 as
the head motive of the sentence is more salient.
Furthermore, these motivic coherences are the basis of broader coherences,
in that later thematic ideas substitute their motives for those of earlier ones. Most
prominently, the basic idea of the secondary theme (mm. 30–32) is a remote form of
the Grundgestalt, the introduction of the primary theme (mm. 1–4) that substitutes e
for a, f for b, and e/2 for c (cf. Wadsworth 2008, 339). Conspicuously, twenty-five (or
over two-thirds) of the thirty-six motive pairings in the sonata are connected by a single
link, which strongly suggests a deliberate effort to cover every possibility, not a random
distribution. Of the fifty-eight coherences, fully forty-six are direct, and twenty-eight—
almost half—are both direct and strong. All of this is to say that the piece is extremely
coherent, motivically speaking, which has often been intuited but never satisfactorily
substantiated. Of the forty-six links cited in Example 3, forty-one are missing links
that fill in developmental gaps. As might be expected, then, the development is
overwhelmingly backward directed, leading ultimately, funnel-like, toward the basic
motive.19
Formal Design, Liquidation, and Smallest Links

In itself, such exhaustive backward development in the Piano Sonata might not
put across the effect of “a constant process of disintegration” (Adorno 1991, 37), were
it not coordinated with a process of exhaustive liquidation, where every thematic unit
dissolves its Gestalten down to a motivic residue. Berg then uses this residue in the head
motive of the next thematic unit, connecting both the motives and the larger formal
parts. For example, the missing link cited in Example 1b (m. 56) is both the residue of
the closing theme proper and the head motive of the primary theme. Some of these links
are truly minute, connecting motives via their elements, for example d2/2 in e 1 in m. 30
(Example 11a). With this phenomenon in view, Adorno calls Berg “the master of the
smallest link.”20 Since most of these connections are also missing links, the processes of
19 The only links that are not missing links are I1 in a trace of B1 in m. 8 (Example 10), c7 in h1 in m. 40
(Example 11a), d 2/2 in e1 in m. 30 (Example 12), e2 ⇒ f 1 in m. 31 (Example 13), and e5/2 in g1 in m. 39 (Example 13).
20 Adorno seems to suggest that each smallest link has a single motivic identity, but they are truly links; they
connect motives. Each smallest link typically comes right at the beginning of a thematic unit, but sometimes it
comes immediately prior. In one case, there are also smallest links within a thematic unit, namely between the
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backward development and liquidation often coincide, working together so as to efface
contrast at all scales and thereby strive toward the individual element as a goal. 21
The sonata deploys smallest links with such regularity to hide the seams of
the work that they ironically become conspicuous markers of the formal design
(Example 4), pointing up the dissolution and establishment functions that distinguish
the preceding thematic unit from the following one. 22 (With the exception of repetitions
in the recapitulation, all of the smallest links referenced in Example 4 can be looked
up in Examples 9–17.) For example, the smallest link g ⇒ a in Example 1b completes
the liquidation of Gestalt G in the continuation of the closing theme and begins the
establishment of motive a in the introduction of the primary theme. Apropos of this
formal clarity, Adorno observes that “in Berg’s mature works ultimately every phrase
or partial entity not only divulges with complete clarity to cognitive understanding its
formal function, but also makes that formal function so emphatic a part of the directly
perceived phenomenon that a concluding phrase declares: I am a concluding phrase; and
a continuation declares: I am a continuation” (1991, 39). 23
The divisions, sections, and thematic units of the sonata are all of completely
conventional types and constitution. 24 There is, however, one main twist: a second
transition before the closing theme, mm. 39–50 (Wadsworth 2008, 338). 25 This transition
is recognizable by its sentential design leading to a half cadence and a standing on the
dominant, and by its dissolution, connection, and preparation functions.26 This section

parts of the primary theme. And in one case, there is an additional smallest link to a secondary motive, not a
head motive: b1 in e8 in m. 108–109 (Example 13). Perhaps a stronger connection is needed at the beginning of
the recapitulation because it is the most distinct juncture in the harmonic and formal designs.
21

On the effacement of contrast, see Adorno 1991, 3.

22

On establishment and dissolution, see Arndt, forthcoming.

23 If it is true that the sonata makes its formal functions an emphatic part of the phenomenon, then why has
there been so much disagreement, and at times uncertainty, about the formal design, especially regarding mm.
12–17 and mm. 39–49? The reason is this: there has been virtually no recognition of formal function as Adorno
wishes to understand it, which is very different from William E. Caplin’s widely known conception (2013). See
Arndt (forthcoming) for more on formal function; and Pople (1997, 61) for a comparison of formal analyses.
See also Schweizer 1970, 50; Müller 1990, 89; Headlam 1996, 26; Byros 2008, 276–278 et passim; Wadsworth
2008.
24 I draw terms from both Hepokoski and Darcy 2006 and Caplin 2013. William E. Caplin refers to the
conventional last parts of cores only in terms of the process of fragmentation (2013, 430). I call these parts
continuations, despite the difference in scope from continuations in themes. On the term elaboration versus the
misnomer development section, see Schoenberg 1967, 200n1.
25 The clearest model for the design P ⇒ TR1–S–TR2–C is A. B. Marx’s sonata-form exposition schema, MS–
SS–Gang–CS.
26

On dissolution, connection, and preparation, see Arndt, forthcoming.
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has usually been called a second secondary theme (or another part of the secondary
theme), but without any explanation as to what would be generically unsatisfactory
about the secondary theme in mm. 30–39, which closes in the subdominant minor in
m. 34. 27 The second transition in the exposition allows the closing theme to commence
in the tonic minor, an oft-noted and likewise peculiar feature of this sonata. This
modulation, in turn, allows the supplementary cadential phrase of the closing theme
to fuse with the introduction of the primary theme, in an inspired symbol of the piece’s
fatalism: its end is its beginning.
Another inspired design element is the truncation of the primary theme in the
recapitulation: the third part of the theme is omitted, which compels one to reinterpret
the expected head motive of the primary theme a in m. 138 as the head motive of the
secondary theme e (Example 9). This moment is the sole link between these motives
and a prototypical instance of backward development: “a subordinate idea” whose
“connection to the Grundgestalt becomes clear very late” (Schoenberg 1995, 159). 28
Integrating the motivic development with the formal design, the sonata as a
whole puts forward the following image. In the exposition, the motives, Gestalten, and
themes show a tendency to disintegrate (develop backward and liquidate) into motives
a, b, and c of the Grundgestalt, and further into the basic motive a. For example, just
looking at the smallest links (Example 4), b gives rise to d, which leads back to a; then
more circuitously, d gives rise to e, which gives rise to g, which again leads back to a.
In the elaboration, the atavistic motive i (not heard since its fleeting appearance in m.
8) tries to break out of the orbit of the Grundgestalt as it develops feverishly in core
2. But immediately after the shattering climax at the virtual midpoint of the piece in
m. 92, beat 1 (Schweizer 1970, 51), motive i is overtaken by h (Example 17). Motive h
leads back to e, which leads back to b (Example 4). In the recapitulation, the tendency
to disintegrate is consummated. Again, just focusing on the smallest links (Example 4),
a secures a direct hold over e, which moreover leads to g, which leads back to a. Every
possible pairing of motives or Gestalten is shown to be coherent at this stage (refer
back to Example 3). The music “erect[s] an elaborate musical structure that springs
from nothingness and trickles away into nothingness” (Adorno 1991, 2). 29 The next

27 To be sure, the subdominant is not a conventional region for a secondary theme, but at the very least it
contrasts with the tonic region of the primary theme.
28 The head motive of the secondary theme has sometimes been regarded as explicable from the start as some
kind of variation of a (e.g., Adorno 1991, 44; Wadsworth 2008, 339). Such a description does not account for
the different kinds of coherence and their conditions of comprehensibility. I capitalize Gestalt and Grundgestalt,
which are lowercase in Schoenberg 1995.
29

Beethoven’s symphonic music uses similar means, and Adorno describes it in similar terms as coming from
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section will examine how this image interacts with the working out of unrest in the
presentation of the musical idea.
Musical Idea, Unrest, and Harmonic Re-absorption

Very briefly, by my way of thinking, a musical idea is the apparent thought
behind the coordination of harmony, counterpoint, and form (motives and their
products). This coordination is rooted in the working out of harmonic and contrapuntal
unrest present in the basic motive or at least in the Grundgestalt. A “problem” or
“unrest” is a new, remote, unclear relation of tones that leads to movement aimed at
“clarify[ing] this problem.”30 The problem is worked out (explained) through variation
of the Grundgestalt and its components, by means of development in homophony
or unravelling in polyphony. 31 And thus “how the Grundgestalt changes under the
influence of the forces struggling within it, in this movement to which the unrest leads,
how the forces again attain a state of rest, this is the realization of the idea, this is its
presentation” (Schoenberg 1995, 226–227; translation modified).
Readers of this journal may be familiar with the notion of a “tonal problem”
from the work of Patricia Carpenter (1988, 38), which has been developed especially
by Murray Dineen (2005). Dineen defines a tonal problem as a pitch class “that cannot
be immediately accounted for” in terms of its position in a musical space of chord
tones, Stufen (scale degrees), regions, and tonalities (ibid., 71). Dineen’s analytical
method restricts unrest to the abstract “materials of tonality” and specifically excludes
contrapuntal aspects, whereas I regard problems as arising through the concrete
“connection of tones of different pitch, duration, and stress,” which has both harmonic
and contrapuntal implications, takes place in a particular formal part with its own
relations, and manifests in both tonal and non-tonal music, albeit in different ways
(ibid.; Schoenberg 1995, 103). 32
Readers may also be acquainted with Benjamin K. Wadsworth’s adaptation of
Schoenberg’s concept of problems to analyze Berg’s Piano Sonata (2008). Wadsworth

nothing and resulting in nothing (Chua 2017, 53–66).
30 Schoenberg 1995, 227; Schoenberg, “New Music, Outmoded Music, Style and Idea” (1946), in Schoenberg
2010, 123.
31 Schoenberg explains the connection between problems and variation in “Zu: Darstellung des Gedankens”
(November 12, 1925), Arnold Schönberg Center (www.schoenberg.at), T35.02, [3]. His best description of
development versus unravelling is in the essay “Bach” (1950), in Schoenberg 2010, 397.
32 See especially Schoenberg, “Problems of Harmony,” in Schoenberg 2010, 284. For more on problems, see
Arndt 2018, 95–116.
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focuses on degrees of “balance and imbalance” in what he calls the “harmonic structure”
and the “rhetorical structure” (ibid., 333). I concur with Wadsworth that restoring
balance in the Piano Sonata entails securing the B-minor tonality against challenges.
His explanation of rhetorical structure, however, runs into difficulties, as does his
description of imbalance in general. Motivic “diversity” is said to be “balanced,” while
“remote motivic variations” are “imbalanced” (ibid., 333 and 334). But in Berg’s music,
motivic diversity is already remote motivic variation—how then can it be both balanced
and imbalanced at the same time? Or again, Wadsworth claims that “usually ‘balance’
refers to the opening state of a work, whereas ‘imbalance’ refers to contrasting states”
(ibid., 330). But Schoenberg says that “imbalance” and contrast, “partly dissimilar
components,” are already “in the motive” at the opening.33
While problems do involve imbalance, they are not identical, nor can balance and
imbalance be understood as abstract values apart from the things that are in balance
or not, namely centrifugal and centripetal forces in relation to a harmonic or a motivic
center. Every tone, chord, or region and every motive or Gestalt strives to establish
itself as a quasi-gravitational center through assertion and repetition, respectively. In
tight-knit or “stable formation,” such as themes, these forces are held more or less in
“tension,” in balance (Schoenberg 1995, 177 and 253; emphasis removed). In “loose
(loose-knit) formation,” above all in transitions, the forces are relatively imbalanced,
which means that the parts have the potential to “escape” the established configuration,
for example through further development (ibid., 179). But the balance or imbalance is
not a relative quality of one state compared to another; it is a quality of the formation
itself, how the elements fit together.
The unrest in the Piano Sonata originates in the arpeggiated altered fourth chord
G–C–Fs and the inverted altered fourth chord G–C s –Fs –B in mm. 1–2 (Example 5)34 —
a (stylistically) new, remote, unclear set of tonal relations, 35 which rises and hangs in
the air like a question or like a waft of an alluring aroma. It is ambiguous whether the
dissonant quartal chords embellish II (Schmalfeldt 1991, 92), or whether they participate
33 Schoenberg, “New Music, Outmoded Music, Style and Idea” (1946), in Schoenberg 2010, 123; Schoenberg
1995, 153; emphasis removed.
34 Roman numerals indicate Stufen and are applied somewhat liberally, diminished-seventh chords are labeled
using implied roots, and slashes indicate alteration, as in Schoenberg 1967. The quasi-Schenkerian analyses here
are influenced by those of Schmalfeldt (1991, 92 and 106–107) and Headlam (1996, 24).
35 The three-voice altered fourth chord is a prototypical problem for Schoenberg (Arndt 2018, 166). Motive a,
with its arpeggiated altered fourth chord, closely resembles the head motive of the primary theme in Schoenberg’s
Chamber Symphony No. 1, op. 9 (Adorno 1991, 41), written while Berg was Schoenberg’s student. The fourvoice altered fourth chord becomes “an outstanding component of Berg’s harmonic vocabulary” in his later
works (Schmalfeldt 1991, 92).
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Example 5
Berg, Sonata for Piano, op. 1, mm. 1–6.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

in a voice exchange of C s and Fs in mm. 1–3, prolonging V (Müller 1990, 92). Being
skewed and obscure in and of themselves—the altered fourth chords also push the rest
of the phrase out of alignment (compare the top and bottom of Example 5), which
produces apparent whole-tone chords in mm. 2–3 and slightly effaces the cadence on the
downbeat of m. 4. In short, there is a tense trichotomy in the Grundgestalt between the
opening quartal chords in mm. 1–2, the medial whole-tone chords in mm. 2–3, and the
closing tertian chords V–I in mm. 3–4. This trichotomy corresponds with that between
motives a, b, and c, whose intervallic features are implicated in the quartal chords,
whole-tone chords, and (fifth-related) tertian chords, respectively (cf. Wadsworth 2008,
333). The development of the sonata’s problematic harmonic relations accordingly goes
hand in hand with the motivic development.
To begin with, the music tries to confirm the implication of a voice exchange
in mm. 1–3 with a voice exchange of C s and E s in mm. 5–6, prolonging II (Example
6). This voice exchange induces another unclear chord on the downbeat of m. 6: an
E b-minor triad (ostensibly an extremely remote passing bIV) that can be understood in
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Example 6
Reduction of Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1, mm. 1–12.
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the immediate context only as D s minor (a passing III, which provides mostly diatonic
stepwise motion). The potential for E b to be a ground tone will be realized only at the
climactic cadence in m. 92 (Wadsworth 2008, 334). This harmonic development in m. 6
coincides with the first link, c3 embedded in a trace of B 2 (Example 10).
The augmented II in mm. 5–6 spurs a descending-fifths progression (not sequence)
II – V – I – IV – VII – III that extends to the beginning of the contrasting middle in m. 12,
where III is also I in the mediant major (again looking at Example 6). But the progression
simultaneously depends on an alternation of whole-tone scales, whose uniform steps
virtually erase the I Stufe in m. 8. This whole-tone basis is spelled out by the brief
irruption or “glimps[e]” of motive i and Gestalt I in the same measure (Schoenberg
1995, 97), which like the tone E b will not be worked out until the elaboration. A trace of
B1 is superimposed on I1 and traces of B 2 in m. 8 to form the second link (Example 10).
The sliding chromaticism in mm. 9–11, impelled by the cascading whole-tone
scales in m. 8, induces the first simultaneous, uninverted quartal chord in m. 11, beat
2 (Example 6). This half-cadential fourth chord will be answered by the full-cadential
fourth chord at the close of the theme in m. 26 (not shown). The harmonic development
in m. 11 coincides with the third link, a trace of B3 embedded in C 2 (Example 11a). To
recap, the problematic chords at the outset suggest a voice exchange, which calls forth
another voice exchange, which produces (1) a premonitory E b-minor triad and leads to
(2) a whole-tone scale, which in turn leads to (3) a quartal chord. These developments
of the three main harmonic aspects of the unrest in the Grundgestalt lead away from
the tonic and coincide with (1) the first link, (2) the premonitory appearance of i in the
second link, and (3) the third link. Taken individually, these coincidences may seem
unremarkable; taken together—and this is only a small sampling—they point to a
synchronicity between the harmonic and motivic processes. They suggest that the piece’s
motivic re-absorption (through exhaustive backward development and liquidation) will
be accompanied by a harmonic re-absorption in the working out of the unrest.
These processes of “internal mediation” (Adorno 1991, 38) are completed at the
end of the closing theme in the recapitulation (Example 7). This passage links motives
a, b, c, e, and g with each other in various ways, and correspondingly, the problematic
altered fourth chords are explained as parts of altered dominant chords, confirming the
implication at the beginning of the piece that the chords were part of a voice exchange
prolonging V. The three-voice chord G–C–Fs (variants of a5) becomes the flat ninth, flat
fifth, and root of V mm. 175–178 (Wadsworth 2008, 348), while the four-voice chord
G–C s –Fs –B becomes the flat ninth, fifth, root, and suspended (or rather anticipated)
fourth in m. 178. In this way, these chords are neatly folded into the original II–V–I
progression—without any rhythmic displacement—and they no longer disturb the
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Example 7
Berg, Sonata for Piano, op. 1, mm. 175–180.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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tonality. In a similar fashion, a whole-tone chord is subordinated as a passing chord
in m. 175, while an allusion to the whole-tone scale in a trace of B1 in mm. 179–180 is
literally undercut by the ground tone B. Just as motive a re-absorbs all the other motives
and Gestalten, the tonic triad re-absorbs the quartal and whole-tone elements.

Example 8
Harmonic and motivic kernel in Berg’s Piano Sonata.

These processes of harmonic and motivic re-absorption are not simply analogous:
they converge in the kernel shown in Example 8. This symmetrical formation, which
is exposed in the upper pitches of the right-hand part in mm. 175–179 (refer back to
Example 7), interlocks the characteristic intervallic features of motives a, b, and c,
which are again indicative of quartal, whole-tone, and (fifth-related) tertian harmony.36

§§§
Backward motivic development is an extremely widespread phenomenon in lateeighteenth- to early-twentieth-century music (albeit rarely as exhaustive as found in
Berg’s music). Yet until now, this technique has rarely been perceived and has been
virtually impossible to analyze. This circumstance is in part why the corrupt organicism
of Berg’s Piano Sonata—its constant disintegration, born out in its exhaustive backward
development, exhaustive liquidation, and harmonic re-absorption, and emblematized
at the forefront in its troping of temporality—has so often been mistaken for its exact
opposite, an organicist or idealist becoming. The present contribution to a renovation
of motivic analysis and reading of the sonata carries out Adorno’s agenda for turning
analysis around so as to understand Berg’s music according to its death wish.
The present reading is also consistent with Douglas Jarman’s assessment that “a
fatalistic and deeply pessimistic view of life ... underlies all Berg’s mature compositions”
(1979, 241). Jarman points, in particular, to Berg’s frequent musical palindromes as
expressing “a view of man as a helpless creature ... unable to break out of the tragic and
absurd dance of death within which he is trapped” (ibid.). Robert P. Morgan rejects this
36 This tile-like pattern implies a grid of 1-, 4-, and 5-cycles (not to mention 6-cycles); these interval cycles
appear throughout the Piano Sonata, for example in prolongational progressions such as the descending-fifths
progression in mm. 5–12 (Headlam 1996, 30–31). The working out of interval cycles—especially two primary
and one secondary, as here—will play a decisive role in Berg’s subsequent music (ibid., 62).
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“‘negative’” interpretation, arguing that these palindromes reflect a broader conception
in which time is “renewed” through return (1991, 146). As evidence for this “more
affirmative interpretation,” Morgan points to Berg’s still more frequent use of “circular
form,” where a process of “uninterrupted” and “consistently forward directed” motivic
development brings the music back to its starting point, and he cites the Piano Sonata
as an example of circular form (ibid., 148, 138, and 137). But as I have traced out, the
motivic development in this piece—and in Berg’s music in general, I suggest—is mostly
“interrupted” (through contrast) and backward directed (so as to eliminate contrast).37
This backward development, meticulously offsetting and, as it were, cancelling the
forward development, is entirely analogous to Berg’s use of palindromes, and it has a
similarly fatalistic significance, especially in the exquisitely doleful Piano Sonata.
Even if we grant that Berg’s music, by regularly returning to its starting point as it
moves forward in time, affirms on some level the ancient myth of “eternal return,” this
affirmation would only reinforce the music’s modernity and fatalism, because, as Max
Horkheimer and Adorno argue, “myth is already enlightenment, and enlightenment
reverts to mythology” (2002, xviii). The myth of eternal return, which like all myths is
based on the cycles of nature, attempts to come to terms with what is unconditionally
horrible—death—by ascribing it to fate or the gods. In ancient times, service to the gods
was ritual sacrifice, which enacted the illusion that mankind could escape the power of
death by identifying with it through repetition. Under the condition of enlightenment,
sacrifice is not abandoned but rather internalized through submission to “the principle
of immanence, the explanation of every event as repetition” and correlatively the
excision of everything that cannot be thus explained (ibid., 8). Berg’s Piano Sonata,
through its exhaustive backward development that relates every motive to every other
and explains virtually every motive and Gestalt statement as an exact, modified, or
developing repetition, reproduces in gripping artistic form the introversion of sacrifice
that is the cornerstone of enlightenment. This is what Adorno means when he rightly
says that permanent re-absorption as the realization of a death urge in Berg’s music
comprises its true modernity—a modernity that is still all around us.

37

Schoenberg, “Der musikalische Gedanke, seine Darstellung und Durchführung,” 5.
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APPENDIX

This appendix contains definitions and examples of methods of motivic variation,
categories of statements, and categories of coherences. These distinctions are necessary
for making precise and accurate judgments about repetition, variation, and connection
of motives and Gestalten. Some of these concepts and terms are found in Schoenberg
and other authors in some way, as noted. My contributions include a more logical and
consistent classification of variation methods, a clarification and expansion of the
categories of motive or Gestalt statements, a clarification of the categories of coherence,
and a cataloging of methods for demonstrating different kinds of coherences. Let us
first consider the main methods of motivic variation, because the extent as well as the
context of the variation determines the category of the motivic statement.38
Methods of Variation
Variation of intervallic features: Intervallic expansion is making one or more
intervals bigger, while intervallic contraction is making one or more intervals smaller. 39
In both expansion and contraction the contour is often retained (Schoenberg 1967, 9).40
For example, a1 in m. 57 contracts the first interval of a1 in m. 56 (Example 9), while
c 2 in mm. 1–2 expands the second interval of c1 in mm. 1–2 (Example 11a). Partial
inversion is changing the direction of some of the intervals.41 It is not the same as
inversion of the whole. For example, c 8 in m. 44 mirror inverts the last interval of c5 in
m. 44 (Example 11a).
Variation of pitch features: Octave displacement is changing the register of
one or more pitches. For example, a3 ⇒ e 9 in m. 138 displaces its last pitch (Example
9). Permutation is changing the order of the pitches.42 Permutation can be cyclic, an
exchange, or a reordering (Gingerich 1986, 82). For example, a 2 in m. 6 exchanges the
first two pitches of a1 in mm. 1–2 (Example 9), while c 7 in m. 40 is a cyclic permutation

38 The question of context differentiates my approach from that of Jack Boss (2000–2001, 242), who
distinguishes categories of motive statements based solely on the presence or absence of three methods of
variation.
39 Schoenberg mentions and illustrates this commonly known method but curiously does not list it (1967,
9–10). See also Réti 1961, 93–95.
40

Indeed, contour can be the most essential feature of a Gestalt (see Réti 1961, 93–95).

41

Schoenberg lists and illustrates this method (1967, 10); the term is common.

42 Schoenberg lists these two methods under the rubric of changes to the intervals; he does not discuss
variation of pitch features (1967, 10; 1995, 239). The terms are common. On permutation, see also Réti 1961,
72.
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Example 9
Development of motive a in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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of c 6 (Example 11a).43
Variation of rhythmic features: Rhythmic change is altering some of the durations.
It is not the same as diminution or augmentation of the whole. For example, a 2 in m. 6
evens out the rhythm of a1 in mm. 1–2 (Example 9), and b 2 shortens the first note of b1
in m. 2 (Example 10). Metric displacement is moving to other parts of the measure and
changing the metric accents. For example, b5 in mm. 174–175 shifts back onto the beat
(Example 10), and g4 and g 2 in m. 46 shift forward one sextuplet from g1 and g 2 in m. 39
(Example 15). Metric change is altering the meter altogether (this technique is not used
in Berg’s Piano Sonata).44
Variation of components: Extension (addition) is adding notes or other
components. For example, c 4 in m. 8 adds a note to the end of c1 in m. 3 (Example 11a),
and d2 in m. 15 adds a note to the middle of d1 in m. 15 (Example 11a). Embellishment
(ornamentation) is more specifically adding passing tones, etc. For example, b3 in
m. 58 adds a passing tone (Example 10). Reduction (omission) is taking away notes or
other components. For example, d2/2 in mm. 28–29 omits the first two notes of d2 in
mm. 27–28 (Example 11a).45 Like pitches, notes and other components can be subjected
to permutation.46 For example, E 2 in mm. 32–33 exchanges and varies the motive-forms
in E1 in mm. 30–31 (Example 13).
Composite variation: “Condensation” is moving notes or other components
closer together (in time or space) (Schoenberg 1995, 251; see also Réti 1961, 95–99).
It can involve intervallic contraction, rhythmic change, and reduction. For example,
B 2 in m. 4 condenses B1 in m. 2 through reduction (Example 10). Also possible is
the opposite, or “expansion.” “Grafting” is variation originating from two or more
sources (Schoenberg 1995, 229).47 For example, c5 in m. 22 is grafted from c1 and
c3 in mm. 20–21 (Example 11a). If the end of one motive statement is grafted to the
beginning of another, then the variation does not actually involve any additional notes.

43 Lora L. Gingerich points out sharping and flatting by a semitone as particular method of variation (1986,
78). See also Réti 1961, 100–105. In Berg’s Piano Sonata, this method is not distinct from intervallic expansion
and contraction.
44

Schoenberg lists all three of these methods (1967, 10); the terms are common. See also Réti 1961, 75–85.

45 Schoenberg lists these three methods under the rubric of changes to the rhythm or the intervals; he does not
discuss variation of components (1967, 10; 1995, 229). See also Réti 1961, 85–90.
46

Réti points out a particular application of this general technique (1961, 74–75).

47 Schoenberg gives the word grafting without any definition or even sentence. However, elsewhere he
mentions that “the features of another form can be incorporated,” which is one kind of grafting (1995, 241). The
category of composite variation is mine.
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Example 10
Development of motive b in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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For example, a 4 in m. 110 is grafted from two statements of a1 (Example 9),48 and e 3 in
m. 30 is grafted from e 1 and e 2 (Example 13).
Categories of Statements
Repetitions or “exact repetitions” are immediate or mediate restatements
that preserve the main features, including transpositions, inversions, retrogrades,
diminutions, and augmentations (Schoenberg 1967, 9). “Variants” or “modified
repetitions” are variations with little or no consequences, for example to accommodate
a change in harmony (ibid., 8 and 9).49 Typically, variants are less prototypical than
repetitions. I do not distinguish repetitions and variants by label in my examples. For
example, the statements of c1 in mm. 3–4 are repetitions of c1 in mm. 1–2 (Example 11a),
subjected to transposition, inversion, and diminution, while the statement of c1 in mm.
24–25 is a variant, subjected to intervallic expansion and rhythmic change to fit the
harmony and the meter.
Traces are statements, either complete or incomplete, that bear faint resemblance
to other statements. To be clear, the category of trace is mine. Traces are indicated in
my examples by complete or incomplete dotted brackets. Traces can be preparatory,
connective, or dissolving. For example, there is a preparatory trace of a 2 in mm. 4–5,
distorted by intervallic expansion and contraction (Example 9). There is a retrograde
trace of a 2 in mm. 95–96, similarly distorted, that connects with h9 (Example 16).
There is a dissolving trace of h9 in m. 99, which is further reduced to the element h9/2
in mm. 99–100. Connective and dissolving traces can be considered remote variants,
but—unlike all other statements except an initial statement—preparatory traces are not
actually repetitions.
“Motive-forms” and Gestalt-forms, or “developing repetitions,” are substantial
or consequential variations (Schoenberg 1967, 8; 1979, 16).50 They can be recognized by
their consistent usage or by their mediation of subsequent development. Motive-forms

48 The unusual motive forms a4 and a5, which involve two voices, are confirmed when a variant of a4 collapses
into a single line in m. 178 (Example 9).
49 Schoenberg seems ambivalent as to whether changes to the harmony constitute a method of motivic
variation (1967, 10 and 14). While I recognize the possibility of harmonic motives and features, I do not consider
the harmonization to be a feature of melodic motives.
50
Schoenberg does not mention Gestalt-forms. The distinction between repetitions, variants (modified
repetitions), and motive-forms (developing repetitions) is unfortunately mangled in the English edition of
Fundamentals of Musical Composition (Schoenberg 1967, 9) due to a typo introduced at the proof stage.
The distinction is retained in the German edition (Schoenberg 1979, 16; Heneghan 2006, 37). Motive-forms
and the development leading to them are somewhat similar to what Edward Pearsall calls “transformational
communities” and “transformational streams” (2004, 73 and 77).
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Example 11a
Development of motive c in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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and Gestalt forms are distinguished with superscripts in my examples. For example,
c5 in m. 22 might be thought to be a variant of c3 in mm. 20–21, were it not that it
was used consistently in mm. 22–23 (Example 11a). It also mediates the development
of c 8 in m. 44. Not all motives and Gestalten have different forms. Those that do are
“variable,” while those that do not, such as f (Example 14), are “constant” (Cassirer
1925, xi; emphasis mine).
Coherence and Comprehensibility
Analysis of motivic repetition and variation informs perception of “the meaningful
and purposeful exploitation of musical coherences” in the presentation of the musical
idea (Schoenberg 1995, 149; emphasis mine). All statements of a given motive or Gestalt
are trivially coherent, so here it is a question primarily of coherences between different
motives or Gestalten, which can be “disguis[ed]” by contrast and—like the problem
or unrest—explained through “working-out” (Schoenberg 1995, 97). Therefore, it is
necessary to understand the different kinds of coherences motives and Gestalten can
have and the different ways these coherences are made more comprehensible. 51
A coherence is “direct” when two motives or Gestalten have one or more common
parts or features. 52 A coherence is “stronger the more [or] more essential” the common
parts or features are. 53 Schoenberg does not illustrate or explain this category, but
in my observation, such a coherence is made comprehensible by: (1) reinterpretation
of one motive or Gestalt as another, for example a3 ⇒ B 2 in m. 64 (Example 9), or
(2) embedding of one motive or Gestalt in another, for example c 7 in h1 in m. 40
(Example 11a). 54 For the purpose of evaluating coherence, a Gestalt derived from a
motive can represent that motive, and vice versa. For example, a is considered coherent
with b by virtue of the coherence of a and B just mentioned.
A coherence can be “weaker” if it is “indirect”—that is, mediated by a third motive

51 Often Schoenberg speaks of the comprehensibility of parts, but he also mentions the “comprehensibility of
coherence” (1995, 147; emphasis removed; see also 139).
52 Schoenberg, “Die Lehre vom Zusammenhang” (ca. 1921), Arnold Schönberg Center (www.schoenberg.at),
T37.08, 6; emphasis mine.
53

Ibid.; emphasis mine.

54 Fusion of motives or Gestalten apart from reinterpretation is also conceivable. Cassirer discusses the search
for “an intersection—that is, a stage which is both a and b [for example] at the same time” (1925, 11). But in
general, one identity or another will prevail according to the interpretive context. On fusion and reinterpretation
in larger formal contexts, see Caplin 2013, 61–62. Unlike reinterpretation of larger formal parts, reinterpretation
of motives and Gestalten need not be “in light of our hearing new musical material” (Caplin 2013, 62), but can
be in light of past or present musical material as well.
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Example 11b
Development of motive c in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1, cont.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.
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or Gestalt. 55 For example, by virtue of the coherence between a and e, demonstrated
by a3 ⇒ e 9 in m. 138 (Example 9), and the coherence between e and f, demonstrated
by e 2 ⇒ f 1 in m. 31 (Example 13), a is indirectly coherent with f. A coherence can also
be weaker “the fewer [or] less essential” the common parts or features are. 56 Again,
Schoenberg does not illustrate or explain this category, but in my experience, such a
coherence is made comprehensible by: (1) reinterpretation involving an element, for
example c3/2 ⇒ a3 in mm. 176–177 (Example 11b); (2) embedding or superimposition
involving a trace or an element, for example the embedding of c3 in a trace of B 2 in
mm. 5–6 (Example 10), and the superimposition of a trace of G3 on a1 in m. 111
(Example 15); (3) superposition or succession that highlights common parts or features,
for example the superposition of B1 and d2 in mm. 75–76, which highlights the shared
augmented triad (Example 10);57 or (4) significant overlap of motives or Gestalten, for
example the overlap of b 2 and d1 in mm. 11–12 (Example 10).

55 Carpenter and Severine Neff confuse indirect coherence with backward development (1995, 39). Schoenberg
clearly distinguishes between them when he says that backward development can “for example” involve indirect
coherence (1995, 155).
56 Schoenberg, “Der musikalische Gedanke, seine Darstellung und Durchführung,” 3; Schoenberg, “Die Lehre
vom Zusammenhang,” 6; emphasis mine.
57 Schoenberg seems to consider superposition to be a way of clarifying an indirect coherence through the
polyphonic combination itself as a third Gestalt (1995, 154). I consider indirect only those coherences that
involve an entirely distinct mediating motive or Gestalt.
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Example 12
Development of motive d in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

Example 13
Development of motive e in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
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Example 14
Development of motive f in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

Example 15
Development of motive g in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
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Example 16
Development of motive h in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

Alban Berg, SONATA FOR PIANO, OP. 1; UE33070
Edited by Klaus Lippe for the Alban Berg Gesamtausgabe
Copyright © 2006 by Universal Edition AG, Vienna. All rights reserved.
Used by permission of European American Music Distributors Company, U.S.
and Canadian agent for Universal Edition AG, Vienna.

Example 17
Development of motive i in Berg, Piano Sonata, op. 1.
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