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Anton Webern's Six Pieces for Orchestra, op.
6, Arrangement for Chamber Ensemble

Felix Meyer

Arnold Schoenberg first disclosed his plan for a private society devoted to the
performance of contemporary music on June 30, 1918, at a meeting with friends and
students in his Modling home. The project, whose immediate incentive had been a
series of public rehearsals of Schoenberg's Chamber Symphony op. 9 (in June

1918), took shape very rapidly; it led to the foundation of the Society for Private
Musical Performances (Verein fur musikalische Privatauffihrungen) less than half a
year later, on December 6, 1918. This quick establishment of an organization which
in many ways stood in stark opposition to Vienna's "official” concert life was due in
large part to the clarity of Schoenberg's vision. It is equally clear, however, that
Schoenberg would not have been able to put his plan into practice so expediently
without the firm support of his friends.

Like Alban Berg, who wrote a detailed report about Schoenberg's "wonderful idea™
immediately after the Modling meeting,1 Anton Webern enthusiastically endorsed
Schoenberg's plan from the outset. This is documented in a letter to his friend
Heinrich Jalowetz of November 9, 1918 (thus, before the official founding of the
society). Since this letter, so far unpublished, contains a detailed description of the
aims, the anticipated repertoire, and the organizational design of the society, it
deserves to be quoted at length:

Something magnificent is in the offing now: the establishment of a society for
private performances of modern music (beginning with, and including Mahler). An
evening every week, only for members...Not always a completely new program.
Repeats. Purpose: a genuine acquaintance with modern music. Composers: any one,
except candidates obviously not qualified. Thus even Schmidt or Prohaska. Mahler,
Schoenberg, Zemlinsky, Reger, as well as Strauss, Pfitzner, Schrecker [sic], Berg,
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myself. Also Marx, further Debussy, Ravel, Scriabin, Bartok, the Czechs (Suk,
etc.), and so forth. The programs will not be announced until just before the
performance, in order to forestall absences of those who would not wish to hear this
or that, etc....Top authority: Schoenberg. Vortragsmeister [coach]: | am supposed to
be the first (with an honorarium), then Berg, Steuermann (possibly also Bachrich,
Weirich). Performers: only virtuosos if possible. At first performance with piano
(arrangements and original works), songs, as soon as possible arrangements for
piano and Orgelharmonium. Chamber music in original versions or arrangements...
Needless to say, Schoenberg desires model performances presented with the
greatest care. Not just modern music, but performances of the utmost clarity and
accuracy... Something really grand could possibly come out of this society. It would
mean a practical assignment for me (and what a noble one) as well as a small
income. Yet | should not dwell on this, but rather upon the great scope of
Schoenberg's idea. Instructive in innumerable ways: for composers, performers, and
audience. Unlimited in purity, clarity, and self-denial. Qualifications for the coming
League of Nations.2

In retrospect, we may safely say that the program outlined here did materialize in all
essential points; the Association for Private Musical Performances did develop into
"something really grand.” For in the course of its 117 concerts, starting from
December 29, 1918, no fewer than 154 modern works were heard, many of them
more than once. Moreover, owing to the regular participation of leading
instrumentalists such as Eduard Steuermann, Rudolf Kolisch, and Rudolf Serkin, as
well as to the scrupulous supervision of the performances by first-rank
representatives of the Schoenberg circle, new standards for technically polished and
analytically founded performances of new music were set. And last but not least,
important impulses emanated from the Society: the Viennese group served as a
model for many new music organizations formed in the 1920s and 1930s both in
Europe and America. These results were all the more impressive given the fact that
the Verein was faced with serious financial problems from the outset, which as early
as three years later--in 1921--forced it out of existence.3

Webern's "practical assignment"” consisted first and foremost of the artistic
supervision of performances--a task at first shared with Schoenberg, Berg,
Steuermann, and Benno Sachs, and later also with Erwin Stein and Rudolf Kolisch.
In a letter of December 23, 1919, again to Heinrich Jalowetz, he commented on this
activity as follows:

Imagine what | have coached over the course of a year, what | have rehearsed, some
of the most difficult and most modern works, totalling about thirty, for whose
rendition | alone was responsible. With how much more confidence | now approach



the performance of a new work! How intensely | have worked with singers, down to
the last last [sic] detail. The enormous amount | have learned in doing this!4

Working as a Wortragsmeister did not, however, earn Webern the recognition for
which he had hoped. Though he was gratified to see that he had succeeded in
conveying his musical intention by purely verbal direction ("without the direct
physical expression on which a conductor can rely"), Webern was dissatisfied with
acting almost exclusively "behind the scenes,” and he therefore came to the
conclusion: "To continue working for the rest of my life in such a limited
environment --limited with regard to our programs (piano, chamber music, songs)--
is a prospect which I do not find attractive enough....

The rehearsing is wonderful, but ultimately the people perform on their own (a
serious problem.)">

When the Verein was able to include performances by larger instrumental
ensembles and chamber orchestra, it looked for some time as if this “"problem™ was
going to be solved for Webern. (The Verein's expansion, envisioned right from the
beginning, was to lead eventually to large orchestral concerts, but it did not reach
that point.) He was finally given a chance to conduct two of his own works, namely
the Orchestral Pieces, op. 10 (then still numbered op. 7, No. 4) and op. 6, which he
presented in versions for chamber ensemble in 1920 and 1921, respectively. Once
again, however, this was not nearly as much as he had expected (and desperately
needed for a reliable income), and thus he was obliged to look elsewhere for work
as a conductor. His efforts were successful, though short-lived, when he obtained
his third engagement at the German Opera in Prague (from late August to early
October 1920).6

Webern's third duty in the Verein (besides working as Vortragsmeister and
conductor) resulted from the above-mentioned attempt to present works for larger
ensembles: he arranged orchestral works, reducing the original scores to whatever
smaller instrumental ensembles were available. Originally, orchestral works had
been presented in piano reductions only: it was this practice that had led Webern to
write a six-hand piano transcription of his Passacaglia, op. 1, which, apart from a
few fragments, has not survived.” After February 1920, however, pieces for
orchestra were performed more and more in versions specially arranged for
chamber ensembles by members of the Verein. Webern undertook at least five such
chamber arrangements, two of them of works by himself, the other three of works
by Arnold Schoenberg and Johann Strauss.8



Composer/Work

Anton Webern: Five
Pieces for Orchestra,
op. 10

Anton Webern: Six
Pieces for large
Orchestra, op. 6

Johann Strauss:
Schatzwal zer

Arnold Schoenberg:

Die gltickliche Hand,

op. 18

Arnold Schoenberg:
Four Songs, op.22

Scoring

String trio,
harmonium, piano

Flute, oboe, clarinet,
string quintet,
percussion,
harmonium, piano

String quartet,

harmonium, piano

Chamber orchestra

Chamber orchestra

Year of

Arrangement

Date of Verein

Composition Performance

1919

1920

1921

1921

1921

Jan. 30, March 13 (in
Prague), and June 11,
1920

Jan. 23/31, and May
12/23, 1921

May 27, 1921

Only two of these chamber versions, the arrangement of Strauss's Schatzwalzer and
that of Webern's own op. 6, are known today--a fact which can be attributed not
only to the private character of the Verein venture, but also to its belated historical
appraisal.® The two surviving Webern arrangements are therefore all the more
valuable, as will be seen in the following discussion of the chamber version of op.
6. Three aspects will be singled out here for consideration: the unusual form in
which this arrangement has been preserved, the aesthetics of its sound, and its
relationship to the two orchestral versions, i.e., the original one of 1909 and the
revised version of 1929.



The chamber version of Webern's op. 6 has survived only in a set of parts, which,
after the composer's death, was in the possession of Amalie Waller (Webern's eldest
daughter) and later found its way to Hans Moldenhauer's Webern Archive in
Spokane (in 1961), and then to the Paul Sacher Foundation in Basel (in 1984). This
set of parts--for flute (also piccolo), oboe, clarinet (also bass clarinet), percussion,
harmonium, piano, violin I, violin I, and viola--is not quite complete; marked cues
suggest that the scoring also included cello and double bass. The full score therefore
had to be reconstructed--a task that was first undertaken, in 1968, by Edwin
Haugan, Hans Moldenhauer's long-time assistant. Haugan's version, a copy of
which is preserved in the Webern Collection of the Paul Sacher Foundation, was
used, together with the original set of parts, both for a performance by the ensemble
diereihein 1970 and for the printed edition issued by Universal Edition.10 Neither
score is entirely reliable, however: in Haugan's reconstruction the double bass was
omitted,11 and in the published version the reference to this instrument in measures
1819 of No. 2 was overlooked. 12 In addition to this problematic documentation--
doubly problematic since the manuscript score (or annotated print of the original
orchestral version) from which the performance material was extracted is also lost--
the parts were written by several scribes. Only the ones for the first and second
piece appear throughout in Webern's hand, while those for the other pieces were to a
large extent written either by Alban Berg (No. 5), or by two unidentified copyists
(Nos. 3, 4, and 6). Moreover, all parts are marked with pencil corrections and
performance directions, entered by the players in the course of rehearsals. Thus, we
are confronted with a highly heterogeneous source, which, even in its outward
appearance, bears witness to the joint efforts characteristic of the Verein concerts.
Still, the authenticity of the musical text as such is not problematic (minor
discrepancies between the parts notwithstanding),13 since Webern supervised both
the production of parts and the rehearsals, and since he conducted--though
apparently not to his full satisfaction--all four performances of this version (on
January 23 and 31, and on May 12 and 13, 1921).14

With his arrangement of the Six Pieces for Orchestra, Webern returned to a work
that he head composed in 1909 and published privately four years later.1> Shortly
after publication, the composition received its premiere in the famous
"Skandalkonzert" on March 31, 1913, which also included pieces by Alexander
Zemlinsky, Arnold Schoenberg, Alban Berg, and Gustav Mahler.16 The Six Pieces
feature a larger scoring than the composer had ever used before or would ever use
again: 4 flutes (also 2 piccolo flutes and 1 alto flute), 2 oboes, 2 English horns, 3
clarinets (also 1 clarinet in E-flat), 2 bass clarinets, 2 bassoons (also 1
contrabassoon), 6 horns, 6 trumpets, 6 trombones, 1 bass tuba, 2 harps, celesta,
timpani, and other percussion instruments, and a large string group which is often
subdivided. It is clear, therefore, that the chamber arrangement called for drastic
changes in scoring, on;y three of which of the most common types will be briefly
considered here.



First, Webern attempted to replace the solo instruments that were no longer
available (mostly wind instruments) with the most suitable substitutes, i.e., with
instruments of similar sonority; this meant, on the one hand, wind and stringed
instruments of like register, and, on the other, either harmonium (for wind
instruments), or piano (for celesta, harp or percussion). A particularly striking
example of this kind of reinstrumentation is the beginning of the first piece, whose
opening phrase (consisting of a rising or descending line in sixteenth notes,
followed by a high or low pedal tone, together with "punctuating” four-part chords)
was changed as follows:

1909: FI. - Trp.  -Cel. /Fl.-Hm. - Stgs.
1920: FI. - Harm. - Piano / FIl. - Harm. - Stgs.

The result is a timbral reduction: whereas there is a succession of five distinct tone
colors in the original version, there are only three different sonorities in the chamber
version.

Second, Webern tried to preserve the many "homogeneous™ chords of the full
orchestra version (4 trumpets, 6 trombones, etc.) by assigning them either to the
"multivoiced" instruments, i.e., harmonium or piano, or to the strings. While the
sonorous integrity of the individual chords is thus retained, the timbral variety is
limited to three types of sonority. In addition, the few heterogeneous sonorities of
the original version were unified. This can be seen, for example, in the originally
"blended” chord in measure 17 of the fifth piece (clarinet, contrabassoon, 4 horns,
and strings) which, in the chamber version, is reduced to pure string sound enriched
by a single tone of the harmonium.

Third, Webern often removed the doublings characteristic of the version for full
orchestra. Thus, in the chord just mentioned, the original version doubles five of the
seven tones heard (c in double bass and contrabassoon, f in viola Il and horn IV, d
in violin I and horn 11, a in violin Il [b] and horn I, e-flat in violin 11 [a] and
clarinet), whereas in the chamber version--as far as can be seen in the parts--no
doubling occurs.1?



Even though a more detailed comparison shows that Webern subtly varied these
techniques of reinstrumentation according to the musical context,18 the impression
may still arise that the chamber version of op. 6 represents merely a necessary
expedient rather than a fully valid alternate version. However, we should bear in
mind that Webern was responding just as much to some general aesthetic tendencies
of the time as to the limited performing conditions of the Verein. In particular, his
arrangement of op. 6 is indebted to the principle of "soloistic instrumentation,"

Piano part of No. 1
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which the members of the Second Viennese School had increasingly adopted ever
since Schoenberg's Chamber Symphony of 1906. Schoenberg himself had raised this
principle to the status of an independent category of instrumentation in an
unpublished note of April 16, 1917, contrasting it with a (Romantic) "organ-like
(registration) instrumentation,"19 and in a letter to Alexander Zemlinsky of February
20, 1918, he had even applied the term to certain passages in one of his early works,
the Symphonoc Poem Pelleas and Melisande.20 (This does not mean, of course, that
"soloistic instrumentation,” was invented by Schoenberg, even though some of his
pieces served as models for many later composers of the Second Viennese School
as well as for others.)21 And Webern too had turned to "soloistic instrumentation™ as
early as 1911 (in the orchestral pieces that were later published as op. 10)--a
tendency he exhibited more and more in his subsequent works such as the Trakl and
Rosegger songs (opp. 14 and 15, begun in 1917). It is no surprise, then, to find in
his letters the following remark on the arranging practice of the Verein: "l take
much pleasure in these arrangements. If you think of my most recent scores-- which
are essentially for chamber orchestra (nothing but solo parts)--you will understand
how close this is to my heart."22

Arranging orchestral scores for the Verein was thus not simply a matter of
necessity; it was also a matter of subjecting the original works to a new instrumental
interpretation and, in the process, of probing their substance. Such a critical
undertaking is aptly described in the following words of Alban Berg, which imply
that instrumental "color" was no longer considered to be a primary, formative
element (as in the years before the First World War), but merely served to clarify
musical structure:

In this manner [i.e., by using transcriptions of orchestral scores] it is possible to hear
and judge a modern orchestral work divested of all the sound-effects and other
sensuous aids that only an orchestra can furnish. Thus the old approach is robbed of
its force--that this music owes its power to its more or less opulent and effective
instrumentation and lacks the qualities that were hitherto considered characteristic
of good music--melody, richness of harmony, polyphony, perfection of form,
architecture, etc.23

It must be kept in mind, however, that when Berg spoke of renouncing all

"sensuous aids" he meant the earlier Verein practice of piano transcription. In
contrast, the transcription for chamber ensemble involved merely a reduction of
such aids, one that managed to present the essence of a work by different means, but



with similar explicitness. An example from the chamber orchestra version of op. 6--
the succession of chords in measures 9-12 of the fourth piece--illustrates this:

1909: 4F. BHn 4Trp. 3FL Cl, 4 Trbn.

Z Bel.
m.g O TV I 11 111 12

9 |

1920: F.  Puano Harm.  CL Piano Harm.
Harm. Ob. Harm. FL Fiano Harm.
Fiano Piano Harm. Gl Piano Harm.
Harm. Piano Harm. Harm.
Piann

The full orchestral version, whose succession of homogenous sonorities (4 flutes, 6
horns, 4 trumpets, etc.) is indebted to an older type of "organ-like" orchestration,24
reflects the compositional structure in two ways. On the one hand, the grouping of 3
+ 3 chords (separated by a change of registers) is suggested by the similarity of two
timbral processes that move from woodwinds to brass (each starting with the flutes).
On the other hand, the contrasting internal structure of the two chord groups--the
first being symmetrical and circular,2> the second progressive and forward-
directed26--is expressed through different shadings in the timbral processes,
especially since the trumpet timbre of the third chord, pianissimo, is closely related
to the low flute timbre,27 whereas the timbres of clarinet and trombone in the fifth
and sixth chords gradually depart from it. In the arrangement, Webern could not
render these timbral progressions through successions of homogenously colored
chords because he had only three unified "chord colors™ at his disposal (harmonium,
piano, strings) instead of the original five. He therefore aimed at a mixture which, in
its own way, would produce a fivefold gradation. In the process, a timbral
"assonance" between chords one and four moves to chords three and six (the
individual mixtures of chords one and three are "homogenized" in the succeeding
chords and resolved to the pure harmonium sound of chords three and six); yet the
chord groupings (3+3) are still suggested in the new instrumentation, in that the
harmonium is heard in chords one and three of the first group, whereas there is no
such repetition of sonority in the second. Thus an analogous result is obtained by
totally different means: the mixture caused by "soloistic instrumentation” serves to
highlight the same compositional features as the changes of sonority in the
orchestral version.

A final aspect of the chamber version of op. 6 involves its place in the general



revision history of Webern's works. We should remember here that Webern--like
Berg, but unlike Schoenberg--was not able to publish his music under regular
publishing agreements until the 1920s. All his earlier attempts to find a publisher
had failed, so that practically his entire early output, except for the Six Pieces for
Orchestra (and a few single numbers from larger work cycles), remained at first
unpublished. Having reached a contractual agreement with Universal Edition in the
summer of 1920, the composer therefore subjected his entire oeuvre to a general
review, not only selecting and regrouping works for publication, but also revising
them thoroughly.28

Although their "Urfassung," exceptionally, had been published, this applies also to
the Six Pieces, op. 6, which Webern republished in 1928 in a revised version.2® This
new version, in which Webern reduced the orchestral scoring (by 2 flutes, 1
clarinet, 1 bass clarinet, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, 1 harp as well as the "Rute" [a rod to
be used on the bass drum]) and which he considered to be the only valid one,30
differs from the original orchestral setting in many details; in particular we can
observe a considerable thinning out of the texture (which goes beyond the removal
of doublings), a shortening of the fourth and sixth pieces by one measure each, and
atightening of the correlation between instrumentation and structural design. The
middle section of the fourth piece can illustrate the latter. The passage in measures
12 to 31 (or 11 to 30) is conceived as a succession of four instrumental solos with
chordal accompaniment. In the revised version these four solos are recast in such a
way that they recall the succession of timbres of the work's first three chords (whose
instrumentation remains very close to the original score): 2 flutes/2 clarinets--4
horns--4 trumpets. They thus establish a correspondence of colors which is not
present in either the original or the chamber versions (see also the musical example
above):

Chords, mm. Solos, mm.
9-10 (8-9) 12 (11), 20 (19), 21 (20), 24 (23)
1909: 4 FI. -6 Hrs. - 4Tpts. E-fl.Clar. - G.FI. - Hrn. - Tpt.
1920: (FI.) Ob. - E-fl.Clar. - Harm. - Vc. - E-fl.Clar
(Clar.)  Pno. Harm.
(Harm.)
1928: (2 Fl.) 4 Hrns. - 4 Tpts. Picc. - Clar. - Hrm. - Trpt.
(2 Clar.)

Inasmuch as the form-articulating role of instrumentation appears only in the



revision of 1928, the second orchestral version clearly stands apart from both the
original and chamber versions. Or, to put it differently; in spite of its drastic
instrumental reduction, the Verein version is closer to the original score, not only in
time, but also with regard to its "dramaturgy of color,” than the version of 1928. It is
equally clear, however, that already in the chamber version Webern aimed toward
the same ideal of greater economy in the use of expressive means as in the 1928
orchestral version, about which he commented: "Everything extravagant is now cut
(alto flute, six trombones for a few measures, and so on). Now | can represent all
this much more simply."32 For example, both in the chamber version and in the
revised orchestral version, Webern reduced the scoring (especially by omitting
unusual instruments). He also abandoned some playing techniques which alter the
original sound (e.g., col legno, am Steg, Flatterzunge), and did away with the
characteristic expression marks (e.g., "héchst ausdrucksvoll," "ausserts zart,").33
Thus the chamber version of op. 6 marks an important intermediate stage between
the original version of Webern's works and the revised ones of the 1920s. It
suggests that the latter profited from his work in the Verein, particularly from his
experience with "soloistic instrumentation” and his renouncing of "sensuous aids."
Webern's artistic evolution was characterized, among other things, by an aesthetic
shift from an "expressionistic” concept of sonority toward one determined by the
"classicist" ideal of "Fasslichkeit."34 It is not least with regard to this aspect of his
evolution that the chamber version of Webern's Six Pieces, op. 6, deserves our
attention.
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Webern apparently undertook a new reorchestration for a planned performance under
Hermann Scherchen; cf. Erich Wolfgang Partsch, "Erganzungen zur
Verbreitungsgeschichte von Weberns Sechs Orchester stiicken op. 6," in 40,000

Musiker briefe auf Knopfdruck: Methoden der Ver schlagwortung anhand des UE-
Briefwechsel s-Unter suchungen-Detailergebnisse, ed. Ernst Hilmar (Tutzing: H. Schneider,
1989), pp. 55-62.

30 Cf. Webern's notation to this effect in a program book from the year 1933, quoted by
Moldenhauer, Anton von Webern (see note 6), p. 128.

31 Due to the shortening mentioned, the revised version's measure numbers differ from
those of the original version by one.

32 |etter to Arnold Schoenberg of August 20, 1928, quoted after Moldenhauer, Anton von
Webern (see note 6), p. 128.

33 Mention should also be made here of Webern's later reservation with regard to the
programmatic dimension of his music, as can be seen from the way he described his music.
For example, while in a letter of January 13, 1913, to Arnold Schoenberg, Webern refers
extensively to the autobiographical background of the Six Pieces- -the funeral of his
mother in 1906--in the program note of 1933 mentioned above (see note 30), he limits
himself to the following cues: "expectation of catastrophe™ (No. 1), "certainty of its
fulfillment” (No. 2), "the most tender contrast” (No. 3), "funeral march” (No. 4),
"remembrance” (No. 5), "resignation” (No. 6); quoted after Moldenhauer, Anton von
Webern (see note 6), p. 128.

34 Cf. Joachim Noller, "Fasslichkeit-eine kulturhidtorische Studie zur Asthetik Weberns,"
in Archiv fur Musikwissenschaft 43/3 (1986): 169-80. It was by no means accidental that
Webern remarked that the revised orchestral version, as distinct from the original version,
looked "like an old Haydn score.” (Letter of August 20, 1928, to Alban Berg: quoted from
Moldenhauer, Anton von Webern [see note 6], p. 129).
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