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WHERE TO START

OCR’s Area of Study 6 is a dauntingly vast topic, and filled with such fascinating music that it’s easy to be 

discombobulated by its possibilities. It makes sense to start off by making some plans for exactly which pieces 

of music to study.

The OCR specification gives us eight broad stylistic categories:

 � Late Romantic, large-scale symphonic style

 � Impressionism

 � Expressionism, atonality and serialism

 � Neo-classicism

 � National styles

 � Post-1945 avant-garde, including electronic and post-modern music

 � Minimalism

 � Contemporary approaches to composition

The lists of suggested listening in the specification each have roughly one piece per style, which gives us 

some idea of the depth of knowledge that the exam will require. However, to reduce the whole 20th century to 

eight pieces feels like barely dipping a toe into the rich waters of the music that the century produced. What 

I suggest here is a pattern of having a ‘main’ work in each style, with a ‘supporting’ work for the purposes of 

contrast.

In contrast to the Areas of Study relating to music from earlier periods, the availability of scores is a real issue, 

since many works are still in copyright. Unless you have a bottomless budget for buying scores, you will need 

to adopt something of a canny approach.

I have used Volume 3 of the Norton Anthology of Western Music here, as a source of scores that represents 

extremely good value for money. Combined with what is available online from the Petrucci Music Library 

(IMSLP), this should cover everything that you need.

If you have any old copies of the Edexcel New Anthology of Music (used for specifications between 2001 

and 2016), they could be extremely useful for sourcing comparative extracts, but I have not focused on the 

contents of this here, as there are already so many resources in existence relating to this anthology.

This is the first of two Music Teacher resources covering OCR’s AoS6. Here, we’ll look at Late-Romantic, large-

scale symphonic works; Impressionism; and Expressionism, atonality and serialism. We’ll continue with OCR’s 

remaining stylistic categories in part two of this resource.

INTRODUCING THE CONTENT AT THE START

Give students a sense of the big picture by showing them from the start what the topic involves, and compile a 

playlist (on Spotify, YouTube or on your VLE) of all the pieces so that they can start listening to them straight away.

Having a knowledge organiser can also really help, as the first key bit of information students will need for 

exam questions is which pieces fit with which styles. The knowledge organiser can also include key terms, and 

can be used as the basis for frequent low-stakes testing of the relevant knowledge.

http://imslp.org/
http://imslp.org/
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AoS6: Innovations of the 20th Century

Style Main focus piece Subsidiary piece(s) Features

Late Romantic Mahler: Symphony No. 6, 
first movement (1904)

Holst: The Planets, ‘Mercury’ 
(1916)

Chromatic harmony, large forces, 
interesting and effective orchestration

Impressionism Debussy: ‘La cathédrale 
engloutie’ from Préludes, 
book 1 (1910)

Debussy: La mer, second 
movement ‘Jeux de vagues’ 
(1905)

Parallel harmony, modality, fluid 
textures and structures

Expressionism, 
atonality and 
serialism

Schoenberg: Chamber 
Symphony No. 1 (1906)

Berg: Wozzeck, Act 3 (1922) 
and Violin Concerto (1935)

Atonality, harsh sounds, extremes of 
emotion, dodecaphony

Neo-classicism Stravinsky: Oedipus rex 
(1927)

Prokofiev: Piano Concerto No. 
3 (1921)

A revisiting of earlier styles and 
structures, with modern twists

National styles Copland: Appalachian 
Spring (1944)

Bartók: Music for Strings, 
Percussion and Celeste 
(1936) and Vaughan Williams: 
Fantasia on a Theme by 
Thomas Tallis (1910)

Quotations from folk music, or 
elements of folk style, modality, 
characteristic rhythms

Post-1945 avant-
garde, electronic, 
post-modern

Boulez: Le marteau sans 
maître (1955)

Stockhausen: Gesang der 
Jünglinge (1956)

Unusual ensembles, extended 
techniques, atonality, electronic music, 
experimentation, knowing reference to 
other styles or works

Minimalism Reich: Electric 
Counterpoint, third 
movement – fast (1987)

Adams: Short Ride in a Fast 
Machine (1986)

Mostly tonal, built on gradually 
evolving repetitions

Contemporary 
approaches

Ligeti: Études, book 2 
(1988-94)

Bright Sheng: Seven Tunes 
Heard in China (1995)

Hard to define: extremely diverse!

Key terms

Aleatoric Also known as indeterminacy. Where certain elements of the music (pitch, duration, etc) are left to 
chance.

Breakdown of tonality Through the 19th century and into the 20th century, the increasing move away from music 
definitely ‘in a key’. Dissonance, and using notes outside major/minor scale. Evolution, not 
revolution: culminated in atonality and dodecaphony.

Dissonance Discord. A clash of pitches. The opposite of consonance.

Dodecaphonic Twelve-tone. Using all 12 notes of the chromatic scale equally, as seen in serialism.

Extended techniques A non-traditional way of playing an instrument or singing, done to create an unusual sound.

Microtone An interval smaller than a semitone.

Modal Usually used to describe based on a scale other than major or minor: typically one of the modes 
used in ancient and folk music, such as Dorian (D-D), Phrygian (E-E), Lydian (F-F) and 
Mixolydian (G-G).

Musique concrète, 
elektronische Musik

Music using electronically generated sounds, or recorded sounds. Part of the post-1945 avant-
garde movement.

Ostinato A repeating rhythm or melody.

Polymetre Where time signatures change frequently.

Polyrhythm Different or conflicting rhythms played at the same time.

Quartal harmony Chords built up in 4ths instead of 3rds, as in triadic harmony.

Tonal centre Similar to, but not quite as definite, as key. Useful when the music is ambiguous.
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The key terms here are not exhaustive, and only represent terms that are particularly likely to be used with 

reference to 20th-century music. All other terms used to describe music from other periods of history are also 

likely to be used as well.

When planning frequent low-stakes knowledge testing, it would not be reasonable to expect students to learn 

all the titles and dates of pieces at the outset, before they have looked at each work in detail. However, these 

quick tests can be cumulative, starting off with just the key terms, and adding in the pieces (including dates 

and key features) as you cover them in lessons.

These tests have the purpose of consolidating the factual knowledge that students simply have to have in 

order to answer exam questions effectively. This knowledge needs to be in the long-term memory, so it can be 

instantly recalled when it is needed. It is only by frequent revisiting that this long-term memory will be fixed, 

hence the rationale behind frequent low-stakes testing. The easiest way to administer these tests is to give 

students a copy of the knowledge organiser with blank boxes that they need to fill in, for example:

AoS6: Innovations of the 20th Century

Key terms

Aleatoric

Breakdown of tonality

Dissonance

Dodecaphonic

Extended techniques

Microtone

Modal

Musique concrète, 
elektronische Musik

Ostinato

Polymetre

Polyrhythm

Quartal harmony

Tonal centre

You can vary which boxes need filling in each time, and adapt to react to previous answers, problems that 

have arisen, and so on.

LATE-ROMANTIC, LARGE-SCALE SYMPHONIC 
WORKS

Before they embark on their journey through the 20th century, students will need to take a moment to consider 

where things had got to by the end of the 19th. If they have also studied AoS5, programme music, they may 

have a great understanding of this already, but if their ‘classical’ knowledge does not go much past the scope 

of AoS1 (Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven), there may be some filling in to do.

Chromaticism in the 19th century

It is essential that students understand how harmony evolved through the 19th century, with tonic-dominant 

relationships losing some of their importance through an increasing tendency to leave dissonance unresolved 

and expectations unfulfilled. An increasing tendency to add chromatic notes (ones from outside the major 
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or minor key) to chords also contributed to what has become known as ‘the breakdown of tonality’. A much-

quoted example is the opening of Wagner’s Prelude to Tristan and Isolde from the late 1850s:

The reason why this music is so remarkable is that it fails to establish a key, and does not resolve dissonances 

in a conventional way. After the opening phrase shown above, the listener expects a resolution to chord I in 

A major, because the leading note (G sharp) pushes upwards to A and the 7th of the chord (D) feels like it 

wants to resolve downwards to C sharp. However, no such resolution takes place, and after a rest in which 

the audience is left hanging, Wagner gives us exactly the same progression – but at a different pitch, hinting 

at, but never establishing, another key. This is not the end to his boldness, however: he then does this a third 

time, with yet another tonal centre.

Mahler: Symphony No. 6, first movement

Key teaching points from this work:

 � Huge orchestra is used to full potential in terms of range of pitch, dynamics, timbres and techniques.

 � Harmony is tonal with quite a lot of chromaticism.

 � Tonality is strong but there are times of ambiguity and rapid movement through keys, sometimes distant 

from the home key.

 � Full of passion and emotion.

 � Straightforward sonata form links to the past.

This symphony, nicknamed the Tragic, was premiered in 1907, towards the end of Mahler’s life, when he was 

beginning to be recognised as a great composer. Until this point, he was known mainly as a conductor, and 

held positions at the Vienna Court Opera and with the Vienna Philharmonic. He was considered an outsider, as 

he was born in Bohemia (now part of the Czech Republic) and was Jewish: at this time anti-Semitism was rife 

in Vienna. The Symphony’s nickname came about afterwards, perhaps because three tragic events occurred 

soon after its composition: the death of one of Mahler’s daughters, his diagnosis of the heart condition that 

would eventually kill him, and the loss of his post at the Vienna Opera.

The Symphony uses a huge orchestra, typical of late-Romantic works. There are quadruple woodwind, eight 

horns, four trumpets, three trombones, tuba, two harps, celesta and a vast battery of percussion including 

timpani, glockenspiel, xylophone, offstage cowbells, bass drum, triangle, snare drum, cymbals and tam-tam.

MICRO-COMPOSITION

The tension built up in the opening section of Wagner’s Tristan Prelude is derived from avoidance of 
fulfilling listeners’ expectations. The ‘hanging’ dominant 7ths are one way of doing this. What other 
harmonic features create a sense of expectation? Suspensions and appoggiaturas are two other devices 
that, conventionally, are resolved. A great exercise for students would be to see how many times they 
could set up – and leave unresolved – different expectations within a 30-second composition for the 
instrument(s) of their choice.

Throughout this 
resource, there 
will be ideas for 
compositional 
exercises that 
consolidate the 
musical features 
found in the works 
studied. These 
could also build up 
into a ‘composer’s 
notebook’ of 
compositional ideas 
and techniques 
that could form 
the starting point 
for a coursework 
composition for unit 
03 or 04.
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These instruments are used in the fullest way possible. Here are some of the features of the orchestration to 

look out for:

 � Use of pizzicato, double-stopping, triple-stopping, quadruple-stopping, mutes, glissandos and tremolo to 

create the widest possible range of string timbres.

 � Double-stopping an open string and a stopped string on the same pitch, to reinforce a note.

 � Use of muted trumpets and handstopped horns.

 � All instruments use their entire range. This might be demonstrated harmonically, such as where the horns 

play powerful chords over two octaves, or melodically, where the range of a melodic phrase is so wide that 

it is spread between different instruments.

 � Violin melodies are often in octaves to create a reinforced, passionate sound that stands up to the power of 

the brass and percussion.

 � Interesting creation of timbres with combinations of instruments, such as celesta chords doubled by tremolo 

violins playing right at the top of their range.

Harmonically and tonally, the movement demonstrates exactly the ways in which Mahler’s music stands at the 

gateway between the 19th and 20th centuries. It is essentially tonal: notice how the first subject is mostly based 

on the notes of an A minor triad, and is played over a tonic pedal. There are a great many appoggiaturas, but 

they resolve. However, there is distinct tension between major and minor: notice the major-to-minor chord in 

the trumpets and oboes just before figure 7. There are also frequent modulations to keys far removed from the 

‘home’ key of A minor, and passages where the tonality feels ambiguous.

Structurally the movement is conventional sonata form: ask students to identify the different sections, and 

compare with the works they encountered in AoS1.

MAHLER’S TREATMENT OF MELODY: A WORKSHOPPING ACTIVITY

Investigate this statement of Mahler’s first subject with some practical work. Students can use whatever 
melodic instruments they wish:

It is typical of this movement in that it features compound intervals (more than an octave) and 
acciaccaturas. Ask students to ‘dress it down’ by taking out the ornaments and compound intervals, 
to strip it back to its plainest form. They might end up playing something like this:

What do the ornaments and compound intervals add to the effect of the melody? Now ask them to 
‘Mahler up’ a melody of their choice. They can pick anything: ‘Happy Birthday’, ‘Twinkle Twinkle, Little 
Star’, a pop song. They should take its melody and add compound intervals and acciaccaturas, and 
perhaps some dramatic dotted rhythms if it does not already have some. They could even try playing 
it over a tonic pedal with a martial beat, as Mahler uses at the start of this movement. Can they make 
their souped-up melodies sound suitably Mahlerian by adding dramatic dynamics and tons of tone?
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Holst: The Planets – ‘Mercury’

Why choose this piece to contrast with the Mahler? It has a good range of similarities and differences, and is 

one of the less well-known movements from The Planets. A great deal has already been written about ‘Mars’, 

and it would serve well as a piece to explore as part of this AoS. However, it is the bitonality of ‘Mercury’ that 

clinches the choice for me.

Each movement of The Planets represents the character of a planet, according to astrology. Mercury, the 

winged messenger, is so fast-moving that he could be considered to be in two places at the same time, and 

hence the bitonality of this movement, immediately apparent from the alternating B flat major and A major key 

signatures in the string parts. The woodwind and brass parts rely on accidentals to achieve the same effect.

COMPARING ‘MERCURY’ WITH MAHLER’S SYMPHONY NO. 6

Similarities:

 � Both pieces use similarly hefty forces, with extended woodwind sections, two harps and celesta.

 � There is a similar approach to orchestration, too. Both composers split melodic lines between instruments 

to cover a wide range in a short space of time, and careful doubling demonstrates how both composers 

had very specific timbres in mind: notice how Holst doubles three-part bassoon chords in the harp at bar 10 

to accompany a solo clarinet melody. The full ranges of the instruments are used in both pieces, and, like 

Mahler, Holst uses techniques such as con sordino and harmonics.

 � Holst and Mahler’s approaches to harmony and tonality may at first appear very different – Mahler certainly 

does not have anything as bold as Holst’s dual key signatures – but essentially they both show a balance 

between a traditional tonality on the one hand, and techniques that disturb this on the other. Mahler moves 

through keys rapidly, and has major/minor conflict; Holst alternates B flat and E major triads.

Differences:

 � Holst’s orchestra is not quite as extensive as Mahler’s – at least, not in this particular movement. While 

he does use trombones and tubas in other movements of The Planets, they are not present in ‘Mercury’. 

Likewise, the side drum, cymbal, bass drum and gong used in ‘Mars’ do not appear here, with Holst leaving 

out the heavier timbres.

 � Mahler uses more instrumental techniques than Holst, and Holst’s orchestration is generally more delicate 

than Mahler’s, in keeping with his subject matter. Holst makes use of solo instruments and reduced string 

sections at times (eg the ‘one desk’ direction at bar 101).

 � Whereas Mahler uses a straightforward sonata form, as might be expected in the first movement of a 

Classical or Romantic symphony. Holst, of course, is not writing a symphony but a suite, and chooses a 

sectional structure that can broadly be described as A-B-A-C-Coda (A+B). This allows Holst to introduce 

contrasting ideas while retaining enough repetition to give the movement cohesion.

 � Holst’s rhythms are generally more complex than Mahler’s: in a rhythmic parallel to the bitonality, there 

are frequent occasions where 2/4 is set against 6/8 in cross-rhythm, sometimes even with separate time 

signatures in different parts.

IMPRESSIONISM

Covering Impressionism with students gives us an opportunity to make some parallels between music and art, 

and glean some appreciation of the free thinking that existed in France in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

Debussy himself did not much appreciate being linked with Impressionist painters, preferring to align himself 

with Symbolist poets such as Mallarmé and Verlaine. However, a comparison between Debussy’s music and 

Impressionist art can help students begin to understand the aesthetic principles behind his work.

A good start could be to play a piece of Debussy while displaying a Monet painting, and ask students to 

describe the parallels between the music and the picture. They will probably come up with words like ‘blurry’, 

‘ambiguous’ or ‘dream-like’, which is a good place to start in understanding what Impressionism is about. A 

closer look at two of Debussy’s pieces will demonstrate exactly how he achieves this effect in his music.
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Debussy: ‘La cathédrale engloutie’ from Préludes, book 1

Like a great many of Debussy’s pieces, the title tells you exactly what the music depicts – although in his two 

books of Préludes, he puts the title at the end of each piece, as if he wants the pianist to form their own ideas 

before telling them his intention.

Key teaching points from this work:

 � Use of the piano’s full range to create a wide variety of sonorities.

 � Parallel harmony, use of pentatonic scales, and variations on ‘standard’ triadic chords.

 � A distinct descriptive ‘programme’ made clear by Debussy’s markings in the score.

The piece is based on a legend about the island of Ys, off the coast of Brittany. The story tells of a sunken 

cathedral that emerges from the water on certain days, enabling the islanders to hear the monks chanting, the 

bells ringing, and the organ playing. The structure of the piece is broadly symmetrical (intro-A-B-A-outro) to 

tie in with the emergence of the cathedral from the mist, a build up to the sound of the organ playing, and the 

eventual disappearance of the cathedral beneath the waves.

Looking at the opening few bars gives us many pointers to Debussy’s compositional style. Marked ‘dans une 

brume doucement sonore’ (‘in a gently sonorous mist’), he uses parallel chords based on open 5ths, with a 

tonality of G major pentatonic (G A B D E). These bare chords echo the organum sung in churches in the 

Middle Ages, one of the earliest forms of sacred vocal homophony, where a plainchant melody is doubled by a 

second voice at a distance of a perfect 4th or 5th. The lack of a 3rd in each chord also produces an ambiguous 

effect, as the chords are neither major nor minor, and the effect is of gently tolling bells. The use of a pentatonic 

scale may hark back to Debussy’s experience of hearing Indonesian gamelan music at the Paris Exposition in 

1889, but also serves to rule out the possibility of semitone clashes when consecutive chords are played over 

the sustain pedal.

At bar 15 there is a shift to B major pentatonic (B C sharp D sharp F sharp G sharp), as the cathedral gradually 

emerges from the fog. Rippling waves are represented by triplet quavers in the left hand, while the bells 

continue to toll in the right hand part. At the start of bar 17 and bar 18, we hear a characteristic Debussy chord, 

as now the bare 5ths have an added 6th (G sharp). The music builds to the appearance of the organ’s fortissimo 

chords at bar 28. Now we have, for the first time, decidedly diatonic harmony with full eight-note chords in 

C major played over a tonic pedal. This section is a great example of Debussy’s distinctive parallelism, the 

melody being created by the parallel movement of the chords, rather than being accompanied by them.

Although Debussy’s harmony does not sound odd to us as modern listeners, to those at the beginning of the 

20th century, this approach was startlingly original.

Debussy: La mer – second movement ‘Jeux de vagues’

Why compare ‘Jeux de vagues’ with ‘La cathédrale engloutie’? It’s interesting to see how Debussy creates his 

style using orchestral timbres, and while the overall impression of the pieces are not dissimilar, the approach 

to harmony and tonality is subtly different. La mer is a collection of three ‘symphonic sketches’, all related to 

the sea, and this central movement depicts the play of the waves in the light.

Similarities:

 � Both pieces have a degree of tonal uncertainty, and move through tonal centres very rapidly. However, 

Debussy’s approach to harmony in La mer is different from that of ‘La cathédrale engloutie’.

MICRO-COMPOSITION

First, compose a simple melody using a pentatonic scale, or alternatively borrow one, such as ‘Amazing 
Grace’, or even ‘Under The Bridge’ by the Red Hot Chili Peppers – but slow it right down. Experiment 
with harmonising your melody using parallel chords on the piano. Try bare 5ths such as at the opening 
of ‘La cathédrale engloutie’, fuller diatonic chords as at bar 28, or added 6ths (as at bar 18) or 4ths (bar 
84). What different effects are created by each different type of chord?
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 � Timbre is important in both pieces. In ‘La cathédrale engloutie’, Debussy uses the full range of the piano, 

making extensive use of the sustain pedal and the overtones created by held chords. In La mer, he creates 

a similar effect with orchestral timbres.

Differences:

 � La mer uses a large orchestra, but treats it as a sonic palette for creating subtle colours rather than a 

means to make a lot of sound. There are triple woodwind, four horns, three trumpets, cymbals, triangle, 

glockenspiel, two harps and strings, which are often divided. The orchestration is often geared towards 

shimmering sounds, such as string tremolos, woodwind trills and harp glissandos.

 � Whereas ‘La cathédrale engloutie’ makes extensive use of pentatonic scales, added-note chords and bare 

5ths, La mer uses modality and a weak sense of the tonic to achieve its tonal ambiguity. The opening section, 

which returns in altered form at bar 92, is in the C Lydian mode, a major scale with a distinctive sharpened 

4th. The oboe arabesque at bar 9 outlines the distinctive tritone, accompanied by a C chord with an added 

major 7th. The second motif, a trill figure first heard at bar 36, is accompanied by an E augmented chord.

 � The approach to texture is very different. In ‘La cathédrale engloutie’, melodies are created by the parallel 

chords. In La mer, the texture is mostly melody-plus-accompaniment, often with melodies played by 

woodwind, reinforced where necessary with octave doubling.

EXPRESSIONISM, ATONALITY AND SERIALISM

It would be generalising hugely to say that Expressionism was a reaction to Impressionism, and that their aims 

were polar opposites. However, they are very different, and it would be extremely useful for students to take 

a look at Expressionism directly after studying Impressionism. Whereas Impressionism is about fluidity and 

ambiguity, Expressionism seeks to avoid any blurring of the harsh lines of reality, finding ways to elicit extremes 

of emotion in the viewer/listener.

Show students The Scream by painter Edvard Munch while playing an extract from Berg’s Wozzeck. It will be 

immediately apparent that there is no gently sonorous mist or light-dappled waves here: the emotions are raw 

and confrontational. Impressionism is distinctly French, while Expressionism is characteristically Germanic: 

Mallarmé’s L’après-midi d’un faune versus Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis.

This topic is big enough to warrant closer inspection of three pieces: one at the brink of new styles, an example 

of raw Expressionism, and one serialist piece.

Schoenberg: Chamber Symphony No. 1

Composed in 1906, this piece straddles the gap between post-Mahlerian chromaticism and 20th-century 

atonality. While it is broadly tonal, it includes many tonality-disturbing elements, and some of its themes 

include all 12 notes of the chromatic scale, anticipating Schoenberg’s later serial style. It is scored for 15 solo 

instruments: flute (doubling piccolo), oboe, cor anglais, E flat clarinet, B flat clarinet, bass clarinet, bassoon, 

contrabassoon, two horns, two violins, viola, cello and double bass. It is an extremely complex piece, so in 

order to make sense of it for students, it is necessary to pick out the main structural ingredients:

 � The interval of a 4th, heard in a ‘motto theme’ that recurs to lend unity to the structure, first heard at fig.1 

played by the horn:

 � The interval of a 4th is also used to create chords, such as that heard at the very opening of the piece. This 

is a good example of quartal harmony – chords based on 4ths rather than 3rds.

 � Whole tones, such as in the theme first heard at figure 2. The second part of this theme moves to semitones 

rather than tones, demonstrating the intense chromaticism of the piece.

 � Major/minor juxtaposition is also a key feature of the piece.
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Schoenberg often uses these ingredients together, or in quick succession. The dense, polyphonic texture, 

combined with frequent triplet/duplet cross-rhythms and frequent changes of tonal centre, contribute to a 

mood that feels restless and angst-ridden. The Mahlerian past is unmistakably evident, but so is a more 

turbulent future.

Berg: Wozzeck – Act 3, Scene 3

Why choose Berg’s Wozzeck to represent Expressionism? We have not yet looked at any vocal pieces, and to 

use a stage work to exemplify Expressionism gives a visual aspect to the experience that will help students to 

understand the style. Although Schoenberg had written atonal pieces before Berg finished Wozzeck in 1922, 

this was the first piece that dared to use atonality in a large structure.

Key teaching points from this work:

 � Atonal does not mean random! There are many examples in this scene, and in the opera as a whole, of the 

use of very tight structural devices.

 � Expressionism confronts extremes of emotion, often uncomfortable ones.

 � The atonality of Berg’s music is softened by tonal, more familiar elements such as the triadic piano polka 

accompaniment, and Margret’s popular-style song.

To introduce the Expressionist style of this opera, it would be a good idea to start by watching a video of a 

performance of this scene. Give a little introduction to the plot: the main character, Wozzeck, is a poor soldier 

who is forced to take many part-time jobs to make ends meet for himself, his common-law wife Marie, and 

their child. One of the things he does for money is participate in medical experiments for a sinister character 

known only as the Doctor. Wozzeck has little time to devote to Marie or the child, and, during Act 2, Marie is 

seduced by the Drum Major. Wozzeck discovers her infidelity, and in Act 3, Scene 2, murders Marie. In this 

scene, Wozzeck is in a tavern, and asks Marie’s friend Margret to dance with him. Margret notices the blood on 

his hand and elbow, and eventually Wozzeck bolts from the tavern. In Act 3, Scene 4, he atones for the murder 

of Marie by committing suicide.

There are many productions of Wozzeck on YouTube to choose from: this is a good version of this particular 

scene, as there is an English translation of the text on screen, and the production style is a good demonstration 

of the disturbing nature of Expressionist theatre. Ask students what they thought of the scene after they have 

watched it. Unless they have had reason to encounter this style of music before, or have experienced theatre 

outside the confines of the mainstream, they are likely to find it ‘weird’, unfamiliar, and may say that they think 

it sounds ‘random’.

Weird it may be, and this scene is typical of Expressionism in that tension and negative emotions are raw, and 

at the forefront of the experience for both the characters and the audience. Conveying those emotions – and 

inducing them in the audience – is the essence of what Expressionism is all about.

However, random it most certainly is not. The whole of Wozzeck is arranged over three Acts, each with five 

scenes, and with orchestral interludes linking each scene. The three acts can be thought of as a large-scale 

ternary form (A-B-A). Each scene has its own specific structure: for instance, Act 2 Scene 2 is a prelude and 

fugue, and Act 1 Scene 4 is a passacaglia. Leitmotifs are used in the Wagnerian manner: for example, a B-F 

tritone represents Wozzeck and Marie, and a B flat-D flat interval to link Marie and her child. The same pair of 

chords is used to end each act.

Act 3 Scene 3 is based around a rhythm:

Berg very helpfully identifies this every time it appears in the score by labelling it H, meaning Hauptrhythmus 

(or main rhythm). It appears in its original form, in augmentation and diminution, often in different formats at the 

same time. The domination of this scene by this rhythm represents Wozzeck being unable to escape from his 

feelings of guilt over Marie’s murder.

The score for this 
scene appears 
in Vol. 3 of the 
Norton Anthology 
of Western Music, 
which is readily 
available second-
hand.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vJPD2WTietY
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Here are some of the significant uses of this rhythm:

 � Wozzeck sings an augmented version of the rhythm at bar 130 as he watches the dancers, finishing with 

another statement in the original note values, as he sings: ‘He’ll fetch you, the Devil!’

 � Wozzeck escapes from his guilt – and the rhythm – first of all by singing a lullaby (bar 145) and then by 

asking Margret to sing a song for him. However, Margret’s song also contains the rhythm (bar 168), and she 

returns to it when she notices the blood on Wozzeck’s hand (bar 185).

 � As Wozzeck tries to say that the blood is a result of cutting himself, he sings the rhythm (bar 197) twice as 

fast as it is played in the accompaniment (bar 194 and bar 197), showing his rising panic.

 � The accompaniment builds with statements of the rhythm, played in chords with two pitches a minor 7th 

apart, rising in pitch first by tones and then by semitones as the scene reaches its climax and Wozzeck 

runs away.

Berg: Violin Concerto

By 1935, when Berg composed his Violin Concerto, he and the other composers of the Second Viennese 

School (Schoenberg and Webern) were working in a serialist style – sometimes also called 12-tone, 12-

note or dodecaphonic. The basic premise of serialism is to use all 12 notes of a chromatic scale equally, by 

putting them into an order (known as a series or tone-row) and then using this to construct all of the music. 

Transpositions of the row may be used, together with retrograde (the row backwards), inversion (with all 

the intervals inverted) and retrograde inversion (backwards and upside down). These many versions of the 

original or ‘prime’ row form all of the melodies and chords.

Berg’s approach to serialism was different to that of the other composers: compare the general sound his Violin 

Concerto with any piece by Webern, and you will hear that Berg softens the harsh possibilities of the 12-note 

sound world. A thorough investigation of the tone-row used for the Violin Concerto shows how he constructs 

the row with chords and keys in mind:

The chorale mentioned in the example above is Bach’s ‘Es ist genug’, which is quoted in the Concerto:

The significance of this is that the Concerto is dedicated ‘to the memory of an angel’ – Manon Gropius, 

daughter of architect Walter Gropius, who had died from polio at the age of 18. The Concerto can be regarded 

as a contemplation of Manon’s tragically young death, and of death in general.

MICRO-COMPOSITION

Create a very short piece using a Hauptrhythmus – create a four-bar rhythm, and then write a melody 
and an accompaniment, using augmentation and diminution of the rhythm. When deciding on pitches, 
use a harmonic interval repeatedly (such as the minor 7th in this scene) to create chords, and then 
devise a system (such as the rising tones and semitones) for moving this around in a way that is both 
systematic and avoiding the conventions of working within a particular key.

 The score of the 
Violin Concerto is 
available from the 
Petrucci music 
library online 
(IMSLP).

http://imslp.org/wiki/Violin_Concerto_(Berg,_Alban)
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Examine the coda of the Concerto (from bar 214 of the second movement). As in Wozzeck, Berg provides very 

helpful labels in the score: here, H stands for Hauptstimme, the most important part; CH is the chorale melody; 

and N is Nebenstimme, the next most important part.

We hear the whole chorale melody in the coda, in the key of B flat, the tonic key of the whole concerto. The 

Hauptstimme and the whole accompaniment for the chorale melody is based on various forms of the row. For 

example, bar 222 contains all of the notes of P10 (the ‘prime row’ or original version of the row, transposed up 

ten semitones). The brass chord in bar 227 is formed from notes 9 to 12 of the tone row. The last four notes of 

the horn part are notes 12, 11, 10 and 9 of the row, and, together with the solo violin open strings, is a reversal 

of the first two bars of the Concerto, giving us another example of the way in which Berg’s structures are tightly 

planned.

MICRO-COMPOSITION

Compose a tone-row that, like Berg’s, quotes from an existing melody and uses notes that together 
suggest triads and keys. You will need to pick a melody that uses no repeated pitches: here is a 
familiar one:

Work out which pitches from the chromatic scale you have left, and see if you can arrange these into 
triadic patterns – ideally triads that form V and I in a particular key.


