EXPRESSIONISM AND THE SEARCH
FOR MODERN OPERA IN WEIMAR GERMANY

by

DANIEL THOMAS BOUCHER

A thesis submitted to the University of Birmingham for the degree of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of Music

School of Languages, Cultures, Art History and Music
College of Arts and Law

University of Birmingham

March 2024



UNIVERSITYOF
BIRMINGHAM

University of Birmingham Research Archive

e-theses repository

This unpublished thesis/dissertation is copyright of the author and/or third
parties. The intellectual property rights of the author or third parties in respect
of this work are as defined by The Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 or
as modified by any successor legislation.

Any use made of information contained in this thesis/dissertation must be in
accordance with that legislation and must be properly acknowledged. Further
distribution or reproduction in any format is prohibited without the permission
of the copyright holder.



ABSTRACT

In the first half of Germany’s Weimar Republic (1918-1933), composers Paul Hindemith,
Alban Berg, Kurt Weill and Ernst Krenek each used expressionist theatre pieces as libretti for
their early operas. This thesis explores how contemporary critics welcomed these works
amidst a perceived opera crisis in post-war Germany. I use expressionism primarily as a
heuristic tool, a discursive device to build an impression of Weimar Germany’s modern opera
culture from the ground up. Direct discussions of expressionism as an aesthetic, therefore,
take on greater importance in some chapters more than others. Chapter One reconsiders the
backlash to Hindemith’s triptych—Morder, Hoffnung der Frauen, Das Nusch-Nuschi and
Sancta Susanna—in Stuttgart (1921) and Frankfurt (1922). As art critics proclaimed
expressionism’s ‘death’, I show how oppositions to the triptych were fuelled largely by the
operas’ provocative subject matters and that these denouncements were quite separate from
contemporary discourse surrounding expressionism. Chapter Two revises the genesis of
Berg’s Wozzeck. 1 explore how the premiere of Drei Bruchstiicke aus Wozzeck at the
Allgemeiner Deutscher Musikverein’s Tonkiinstlerfest in 1924 whetted the appetites of
critics for the complete opera—something the Bruchstiicke continued to do so at later
performances. Chapter Three reframes Weill’s Der Protagonist (1926) as the latest
instantiation of a broader pantomime renaissance within European modernism. This chapter
argues that Der Protagonist fulfilled Weill’s earlier desire to incorporate pantomime into a
modern stage work and shows how critics at the opera’s premiere saw the inclusion of
pantomime as hinting towards a new form of opera. The final chapter uses the reception of
Krenek’s Orpheus und Eurydike (1926) to suggest how critics saw Kassel to be situated at the
periphery of Weimar Germany’s modern opera culture. I highlight the assumptions towards
the landscape of Germany’s opera culture at the time of the premiere and how these came to

light when the whole system was seemingly turned on its head.
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INTRODUCTION

In the first half of Germany’s Weimar Republic (1918-1933), a group of up-and-coming
composers—Paul Hindemith, Alban Berg, Kurt Weill and Ernst Krenek—turned to
expressionist theatre pieces as the basis for their early operas. Contemporary critics
welcomed these works amidst a perceived Opernkrise (opera crisis) in Germany and marked
Hindemith, Berg, Weill and Krenek as forces to be reckoned with for new opera. In March
1922, Hindemith’s Mérder, Hoffnung der Frauen, Das Nusch-Nuschi and Sancta Susanna,
based on texts by Oskar Kokoschka, Franz Blei and August Stramm respectively, were
framed by critics as clear departures from Richard Wagner’s music dramas. Berg’s Wozzeck,
adapted from a play by Georg Biichner, was premiered in Berlin in December 1925 and was
celebrated by the press as an expedition into unchartered operatic territory. Just a few months
later in March 1926, Weill’s Der Protagonist, after a play by Georg Kaiser, was hailed by
critics as a clear sign of opera’s future. Later that year in November, Krenek’s Orpheus und
Eurydike, also adapted from one of Kokoschka’s plays, received countless curtain calls at its
premiere in Kassel, with critics confident that Krenek would play a seminal role in the future
of German opera.

The initial buzz and excitement surrounding these works quickly dissipated. Bar
Wozzeck, performances of these operas have been scarce since their premieres. Early ventures
into expressionist theatre from Hindemith, Weill and Krenek were soon overshadowed by
their later achievements in the operatic genre. In studies of modern opera in Weimar
Germany, scholars have tended to focus on a later trend taken up by all three composers:
Zeitoper. The first Zeitoper—Krenek’s Jonny spielt auf—premiered at the Neues Theater in
Leipzig on 10 February 1927 and was the most commercially successful opera of the Weimar

Republic. It received 421 performances in Germany and 42 productions at different



institutions globally during its first season.! Initial reviews of Jonny spielt auf were
overwhelmingly positive. According to the highly influential German music critic Oskar Bie,
Krenek’s new opera was ‘one of the most fantastic works of all opera history’.?

Zeitoper was closely aligned with what has since been regarded the most distinctive
artistic movement of Weimar culture, the Neue Sachlichkeit (translated roughly as New
Objectivity).? At its first exhibition in Mannheim in 1925, the painter Gustav Hartlaub framed
Neue Sachlichkeit as a departure from expressionism.* That same year, Franz Roh positioned
Neue Sachlichkeit as expressionism’s antithesis:> whereas expressionist art was characterised
by themes of individualism, subjectivity and extremes of emotions, the Neue Sachlichkeit
was recognisable for its themes of collectivism, objectivity and rationality. If expressionism
by and large stood for a rejection of increased industrialisation, Neue Sachlichkeit embraced
Germany’s new urban landscape, both to celebrate and critique it. Studies since have held
expressionism and Neue Sachlichkeit as the two primary and opposing pillars of Weimar
culture. Peter Gay, for instance, in his landmark study Weimar Culture: The Outsider as
Insider (1968), narrates Weimar culture as a story of how expressionism fell out of fashion to

the Neue Sachlichkeit around 1925.6

! Charlotte Purkis, ‘Jonny spielt auf (‘Jonny strikes up’)’, Grove Music Online (2002)
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.0003163 (accessed 21 July 2023).

2 Quoted in Susan C. Cook, Opera for a New Republic: The Zeitopern of Krenek, Weill, and Hindemith
(Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2010) [1988], 103, see 237 fn. 60. Original source: Oskar Bie,
‘Jonny spielt auf’, Berliner Borsen-Courier, 12 February 1927.

3 For more on the connection between Jonny spielt auf, Zeitoper and the Neue Sachlichkeit, see Nils Grosch,
‘Zeitoper als populdres Medium des Musiktheaters’, in Die Musik der neuen Sachlichkeit (Stuttgart; Weimar:
Metzler, 1999), 101-180. See also Cook, Opera for a New Republic, 27-33.

4 Gustav Hartlaub framed Neue Sachlichkeit as post-expressionist art, though this did not necessarily mean
expressionism was dead: ‘Simply because evidence is displayed here of artistic endeavours that became
recognizable after expressionism, and which, in a certain sense, appear to represent a reaction against the latter,
does not mean that a position is being taken against expressionism and the generation of artists adhering to it’.
Hartlaub, ‘Introduction to “New Objectivity”: German Painting since Expressionism’, in Anton Kaes, Martin
Jay and Edward Dimendberg, eds., The Weimar Republic Sourcebook (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1994), 491-492.

5 See Franz Roh, ‘Post-Expressionist Schema’, in ibid., 493.

® In Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2001) [1968], Peter Gay
marks the election of President Paul von Hindenburg in 1925 as the turning point of ‘the revenge of the father’,
with the son representing expressionism and the father New Objectivity, see page 118.



Expressionist theatre and Zeitoper were similarly antithetical from an aesthetic
standpoint: expressionist theatre featured nameless characters whose language was abstract
and highly symbolic, and often featured a Nietzschean-inspired Ubermensch figure who has
come to deliver the masses from the oppression of modern society. Zeitoper, on the other
hand, mirrored contemporary modern life on the stage, which often included portrayals of
domestic life and all its challenges, a showcase of new technology such as radio and film, as
well as jazz-inspired scores. Just as Gay saw expressionism giving way to the Neue
Sachlichkeit, musicologists have likewise framed expressionist theatre in opera as a stepping
stone to the later Zeitoper. The role of expressionism in Weimar Germany’s modern opera
culture has remained largely unexplored, with the unprecedented success of Jonny spielt auf
drawing further attention away from earlier pivotal moments in German opera’s history.

This thesis reconsiders the background and reception of Hindemith’s, Berg’s, Weill’s
and Krenek’s turns to expressionist theatre and presents expressionism as a seminal
component of Weimar Germany’s modern opera culture. If Jonny spielt auf has until now
been regarded as the watershed moment in alleviating anxieties towards the opera crisis, this
thesis shall move that yardstick back several years and argue expressionist theatre and
Zeitoper were seen by contemporary critics as alternate routes for the future of German
opera. While my case studies on the one hand will collectively highlight expressionism as an
all-pervasive component in Weimar opera, I use expressionism primarily as a heuristic tool.
Each opera, therefore, acts as a springboard for exploring some of the common attitudes
towards modern opera in Weimar Germany and how these discussions intersected with wider,

ongoing cultural debate.



Literature Review

Studies on Weimar music theatre, and music generally, have tended to appear in the form of
edited collections, such as Aspekte des modernen Musiktheaters in der Weimarer Republik
(2004), edited by Nils Grosch. Grosch’s collection offers insights into an array of genres
during the Weimar period, with essays on operetta, cabaret, epic theatre, the relationship
between theatre and technology, as well as opera. The volume, however, gives little to no
attention to expressionism. One of Grosch’s primary editorial concerns for this volume is to
explore how music theatre adapted to an increasingly urban world that relied on technology
more than ever. In his introduction, Grosch notes how traditional music theatre had to adapt
to the growing influence of the media. Those working in the theatre increasingly embraced
new technology both behind the scenes and on stage. This ultimately led to a range of new
approaches to theatre at the expense of older traditions being called into question.’

Similar questions to Grosch are posed in other related collections. In Music, Theatre
and Politics in Germany: 1848 to the Third Reich (2006), edited by Nikolaus Bacht, the three
essays under ‘Interwar Germany’ focus on urban consciousness, the radio and epic theatre.®
In Musikkultur in der Weimarer Republik (2001), edited by Wolfgang Rathert and Giselher

Schubert, the main essay on music theatre by Arne Langer focuses on America’s influence on

7 ‘Das moderne Unterhaltungstheater machte es den traditionellen Theatergattungen vor: Es stellte den
klassischen Vorstellungen von Theaterdramaturgie nonlineare Alternative zur Seit, spielte mit den neuen
Medien, indem es sich etwa mit ihnen (z.B. mit dem Rundfunk und der Schallplattenindustrie) vernetzte, sich
mit der Medienrevolution auf inhaltlicher Seite auseinandersetzte, Medienprésentationen auf die Biithne brachte
oder mediale Dramaturgien adaptierte. So wurden neue Theaterkonzepte realisiert und die existierenden
Institutionen in Frage gestellt. Die Stromungen sollten sich auf unterschiedliche Weise auf
Modernisierungstendenzen von Oper (Stichwort: ,,Zeitoper*), Epischem Theater, Produktions- und
Auffiihrungsstil sowie auf die Theatertheorie auswirken’. Grosch, ‘Einfiihrung’, in Grosch, ed., Aspekte des
modernen Musiktheaters in der Weimarer Republik, (Miinster: Waxmann, 2004), 6.

8 See Peter Tregear, “Stadtluft macht frei’: Urban Consciousness in Weimar Opera’, Alexander Rehding, ‘Magic
Boxes and Volksempfinger: Music on the Radio in Weimar Germany’ and Egon Voss, ‘Socialism and the ‘Free
Development of Art’: Karl Amadeus Hartmann’s Opera Simplicius Simplicissimus’, in Nikolaus Bacht, ed.
Music, Theatre and Politics in Germany: 1848 to the Third Reich (Farnham: Ashgate, 2006), 237-254, 255-272
and 273-288.



opera in Germany at the time.” Like Grosch’s, these two collections give no substantial
attention to expressionism in German music theatre. One other notable collection is Music
and Performance during the Weimar Republic (1994), edited by Bryan Gilliam. Gilliam’s
own essay for his collection primarily frames operatic reform in Weimar Germany in relation
to film, and from the outset of the volume he emphasises how composers, performers and
audiences all wished to swiftly move on from their immediate past, including from
expressionism.!? In their side-lining of expressionist theatre in Weimar opera, these edited
collections have resulted in a narrow definition of what modern opera was at this time, one
that typically excludes expressionism from the conversation.

One of the only single-authored studies of Weimar opera is Susan C. Cook’s
monograph Opera for a New Republic: The Zeitopern of Krenek, Weill, and Hindemith
(1988), which has contributed greatly to scholarly interest in Zeitoper. At the time of writing,
Cook argued for the need of a reappraisal of Zeitoper in light of the term’s casual usage,
‘with little care for its historical or aesthetic context’.!! Zeitoper translates roughly to ‘opera
of the times’, though as John Gabriel has since noted, it does not translate directly to English
and could also be seen as ‘topical opera’ or ‘timely opera’, each with different connotations.!?
Cook’s definition of Zeitoper is fairly comprehensive: ‘Zeitoper was firstly a comic genre

and typically relied on parody, social satire, and burlesque as dramatic tools. As most writers

® See Ame Langer, ‘Das Amerika-Bild in der Oper der Weimarer Republik’, in Wolfgang Rathert and Giselher
Shubert, eds., Musikkultur in der Weimarer Republik (Mainz: Schott, 2001), 166—179.

10 See Bryan Gilliam, ‘Stage and Screen: Kurt Weill and Operatic Reform in the 1920s’, in Gilliam, ed., Music
and Performance during the Weimar Republic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1-12. On the
move away from expressionism, Gilliam writes: ‘[Artists and intellectuals’] belief in a brighter future was
accompanied by an equally powerful distrust of the immediate past, for post-romanticism, and ultimately
expressionism, served as symbols of the bygone Wilhelmine era. Composers, performers, and audiences sought
to ignore — even negate — their recent past in various ways: by affirming modern technology (electronic and
mechanical music, sound recordings, radio and film), exploring music of a more remote past (principally
Baroque music), and celebrating popular music (particularly jazz)’. Gilliam, ‘Preface’, in ibid., xi.

1 Cook, Opera for a New Republic, 4. Cook notes how ‘the Zeitoper emerge[d] as a musical manifestation of a
spirit which permeated German cultural life’. Ibid., 27.

12 John Gabriel has commented on the difficulty of translating Zeitoper to English, suggesting ‘opera of the
times’ as ‘a clear reference to the Hegelian Zeitgeist’, ‘topical opera’ to denote its “up-to-date quality’, or even
‘now opera’, which he argues ‘has something of Zeitoper’s pithiness’. Gabriel, ‘Opera After Optimism: The Fate
of Zeitoper at the End of the Weimar Republic’, (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 2016), 1.



acknowledge, Zeitopern were obvious expressions, even celebrations of modern life’.!* She
goes on to explain how the settings for these operas were familiar places from everyday life,
such as ‘office buildings, elevators, train stations, cabarets, and private family dining
rooms’.'* Musically, Zeitoper was recognisable for its infusion of jazz tunes, taking its lead
from broader Weimar interest in American culture (4Amerikanismus). The key tropes of
Zeitoper are all present in Krenek’s Jonny spielt auf. The opera follows the titular character,
Jonny, a Black jazz violinist and three other main characters, each representing a different
musical world: Anita the opera singer, Max the composer, and Daniello the virtuoso violinist.
Much of the action takes place in Paris, but the sounds of American jazz are everywhere,
with the New World being a symbol of fascination. Jonny spielt auf also celebrates new
technology, with a car and train on stage and the characters listening to the radio.

In her study of Zeitoper, Cook carries out ‘an excavation of its various contextual
layers’, namely the opera crisis, the aesthetics of Zeitoper, the influence of Neue Sachlichkeit
and the reception of these operas.!®> After introductory chapters on Weimar Germany’s opera
culture, Neue Sachlichkeit and jazz, the remainder of Cook’s book has chapters on Jonny
spielt auf and two other Zeitopern: Weill’s Der Zar ldsst sich photographieren (1928) and
Hindemith’s Neues vom Tage (1929). Both of these works contain tropes characteristic of
Zeitoper. Der Zar ldsst sich photographieren is, as the title suggests, about a Tsar having his
photograph taken. While in the twenty-first century taking a photo is a seemingly everyday
act, at the time of Weill’s operas this was still a particularly novel and modern experience—
as was playing music through a gramophone, which also takes centre stage in the opera. The
opera’s focus on political assassination was also topical: the early years of the Weimar

Republic witnessed numerous attacks and murders of politicians. Neues vom Tage, on the

13 Cook, Opera for a New Republic, 4.

" 1bid., 4.

13 1bid., 7. Cook notes how ‘Composers and critics justified the creation of the Zeitoper on aesthetic grounds as
a solution to the perceived crisis of opera’. See ibid., 27.



other hand, focuses on marriage. It opens with a scene of a couple throwing plates at one
another, and in a later scene, the wife sings to herself in the bathtub of a hotel room.'® Cook’s
book, in turn, creates the impression that the Zeitoper was the prime example of Weimar
opera, that this was the peak of excitement for modern German opera in the 1920s. This idea
has been echoed by later musicologists: Peter Tregear, for instance, has marked the short-
lived Zeitoper as the ‘Weimar operatic form par excellence’,!” while Richard Taruskin later
described it as ‘where all of these Weimarish notions intersected and reached their peak’.!®

Cook acknowledges expressionist theatre in opera as a key forerunner to Zeitoper.'®
Her discussions of expressionism, though, primarily serve her broader aim of reinforcing the
contemporaneity of Zeitoper. She sees Weill’s turn away from expressionism after Der
Protagonist, for example, as him ‘keeping with the twenties spirit’.?° Cook also highlights
how expressionism by the time of Zeitoper was a source of parody, fuelling the idea that it
was unfashionable and not to be taken seriously. In her analysis of Jonny spielt auf, she notes
how Max’s opening line ‘Du schoner Berg’, which he sings while in the Alps, can be read as
a pun on the expressionist name par excellence Schoenberg (written as Schonberg in

German).?! She also suggests that the dressing of the chorus in Der Zar ldsst sich

16 Other notable examples of Zeitoper include Max Brand’s Maschinist Hopkins, premiered in Duisburg on 14
April 1929, in which the machine is transformed from just an object of fascination to becoming its own
character entirely. Zeitoper was also not just restricted to this young generation of composers. Richard Strauss’s
Intermezzo could be described as a Zeitoper, though this was composed and performed before Jonny spielt auf
on 4 November 1924. Arnold Schoenberg’s Von heute auf morgen, a later example not performed until 1
February 1930 in Frankfurt, is perhaps more unexpected in the way it relies on twelve-tone technique, as
opposed to the usual influence of jazz. Several months later on 8 June 1930, Ernst Toch’s Der Ficher was
premiered, which Gabriel positions as ‘one of the last optimistic Zeitoper that made prominent use of surface
topicality’. See Gabriel, ‘Opera After Optimism’, 35.

17 Tregear, “Stadtluft macht frei’’, 238.

18 Richard Taruskin, The Oxford History of Western Music: Music in the Early Twentieth Century (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 529.

19 ‘During the later years of the 1920s, all three composers [Krenek, Weill and Hindemith] abandoned the
expressionist musical and literary influences which characterized their early dramatic works and sought new
musical and literary resources which surfaced in their Zeitopern’. Cook, Opera for a New Republic, 13.

20 Ibid., 117.

2 Ibid., 85.



photographieren in black suits and top hats at the Leipzig premiere was a parody of
expressionist theatre.?

Cook’s key framing for the book—that drawing on expressionist theatre in opera was
out of fashion by the time of Jonny spielt auf—can be traced back to Gay’s Weimar Culture.
According to Gay, Weimar culture can broadly be divided up into three periods.?® First, ‘The
Revolt of the Son’ between 1919 and 1924. These ‘sons’ were the young radicals, the
expressionists, those seeking Utopia. The founding of the Republic, as Gay stresses, ushered
in the most productive years for Germany’s expressionists.?* Then came ‘The Revenge of the
Father’, which itself is divided into two periods. Between 1924 and 1929, the more
conservative ‘fathers’ championed the sobriety of the Neue Sachlichkeit, while 1929 to 1933
saw Weimar culture become a reflection of the dark clouds forming across Germany and a
vehicle for right-wing, nationalist propaganda.

Gay’s model presents expressionism and Neue Sachlichkeit as the two primary
opposing cultural forces in Weimar culture and suggests that the former surrendered to the
latter between 1924 and 1925. Expressionism on the operatic stage, though, continued well
into 1926 and was still received enthusiastically by critics and the public. Krenek’s Orpheus
und Eurydike, for example, did not premiere until the November of that year. Gay’s Weimar
Culture, despite having such a broad term as ‘culture’ in the title, in fact deals with opera
(and music generally) only rarely.? It has, nonetheless, influenced attitudes towards modern

opera in Weimar Germany by the way it encourages a discrete, dialectic relationship between

22 Ibid., 130~135. This is an example of typification, through which, as Cook notes, ‘characters were costumed
to represent their social function or communal identity, thereby eliminating the need for personal names or
individual traits’ (132). The absence of personal names was a common trait in expressionist theatre.

2 See Gay, Weimar Culture, 120.

24 Gay notes: ‘The Expressionists were a band of outsiders. But they were determined and active. The Republic
would add to their lives nothing but success’. Ibid., 4.

25 The applicability of Gay’s thesis for framing trends in opera at this time has been challenged elsewhere by
Alexandra Monchick, who points out that later works such as Berg’s Lulu and Schoenberg’s Moses und Aron
also have expressionist qualities. See Monchick, ‘Silent Opera: The Manifestation of Silent Film Techniques in
Opera During the Weimar Republic’ (PhD Dissertation, Harvard University, 2010), 8.



expressionism and Neue Sachlichkeit, rather than one in which they co-existed. This dialectic
has centralised Jonny spielt auf and pushed expressionism into the background in our focus
on what was deemed fashionable or modern for opera at this time.

In recent years, Zeitoper has been given new scholarly attention. This has come
chiefly from John Gabriel, who has attempted to broaden our understanding of the genre in
terms of its subject matter, time frame and geography.?® Cook established how Alltiglichkeit
(topicality) was central to Zeitoper, but Gabriel has since deepened our appreciation of the
genre by arguing for two kinds of topicality. He argues that there was both surface topicality,
‘an up-to-date quality that can be based on current events, even ripped from headlines, or the
everyday-ness [Alltdglichkeit] of Cook’, which has typically been placed at the foreground,
and structural topicality, which ‘refers to the ways that composers and their collaborators
sought to embody modern times and their modern condition beyond the “props” of surface
topicality’.?” In tracing the continuation of structural topicality after interest in surface
topicality waned—at which point optimism towards the ‘modern’ world was increasingly
sceptical—Gabriel has extended Zeitoper’s lifespan into the 1930s.28

Gabriel’s revisionary work on Zeitoper intersects with other reappraisals of early
twentieth-century opera in Germany. The symposium Dis|continuities: Opera and its
Historiography between the Weimar Republic and Early Post-War West Germany at the
Bonn Opera House in May 2023 is particularly noteworthy in this regard and forms the basis

of a new edited collection due for publication in 2024.?° The aim of the conference was to

26 Gabriel has loosened the ties between Zeitoper and Weimar Germany by focusing on Zeitoper’s transatlantic
status as part of what he sees to be ‘an essential component of the search for a new, uniquely American style of
opera’. Gabriel, ‘There and Back Again: Zeitoper and the Transatlantic Search for a Uniquely American Opera
in the 1920s’, Journal of the Society for American Music 13/2 (2019): 195-215 (195).

27 Gabriel, ‘Opera After Optimism’, 8-9.

28 Gabriel notes that Zeitoper’s typical expiration date is around 1930. Ibid., 15.

2 For the full programme of the symposium, see https://www.theater-bonn.de/en/symposion_en (accessed 10
July 2023). An edited collection from the conference is forthcoming and will be published by Campus Verlag as
Diskontinuitdten: Zur Historiographie der Oper zwischen der Weimarer Republik und friiher Bundesrepublik,
edited by Tobias Janz and Benedetta Zucconi. The importance of historical continuities has also been flagged



recognise the historiographical weight important dates such as the founding of the Weimar
Republic and Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor have had on our approach to these periods
of history, and how rigid political periodisation has masked continuities of style and
programming in opera across these caesuras. There were several presentations on Weimar
opera at the symposium, with critiques of Zeitoper from myself, Gabriel and Max Erwin. In
musicology more broadly, there has been increased attention to continuities between the
Weimar era, Third Reich and West Germany in recent years,*® with notable works by Emily
Richmond Pollock and Nicholas Attfield.*' Elsewhere, Pollock has demonstrated continuities
of opera across the Stunde Null (Zero Hour); as Germany tried to come to terms with the
immediate past and move away from it, opera was faced with what Pollock summarises to be
‘the problem of tradition and the possibility of renewal’.*?

In their accounts of German opera, musicologists have paid less attention to the 1918
caesura than those of 1933 and 1945. Expressionism in opera has in turn received limited
attention, as this was most prominent in the immediate years before and after the end of the

First World War. One reason for this neglect is arguably the difficulty scholars in other

disciplines have faced in defining and containing expressionism as an aesthetic, whether that

recently by Nadine Rossol and Benjamin Ziemann. See, ‘Introduction’, in Rossol and Ziemann, eds., The
Oxford Handbook of the Weimar Republic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022), 2.

30 The idea of continuities has long been a source of contention in historical and political studies of the Weimar
Republic. Critics in the aftermath of the Second World War were quick to question whether the republic’s
demise was inevitable, and since then more attention has been paid to how Weimar related to the Third Reich
and even later into the Federal Republic. For an overview of studies, albeit now slightly dated, that deal with the
inevitability of Weimar’s collapse, see Peter Fritzsche, ‘Did Weimar Fail?’, The Journal of Modern History 68/3
(1996): 629-656. See also Riidiger Graf, Die Zukunft der Weimarer Republik: Krisen und Zukunftsaneignungen
in Deutschland 1918—1933 (Munich: R. Oldenbourg Verlag, 2008). Graf tries to ‘conceive of the Weimar
Republic stronger as a period of possibilities with open horizons for the future’ (‘... wird im Folgenden
versucht, die Weimarer Republik wieder starker als Moglichkeitsraum mit offenen Zukunftshorizont zu
begreifen’). Ibid., 15. For the continuities between Weimar and West Germany, see F. K. Fromme, Von der
Weimarer Verfassung zum Bonner Grundgesetz, Third Edition (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1999).

31'See Emily Richmond Pollock, ‘Opera by the Book: Defining Musical Theater in the Third Reich’, The
Journal of Musicology 35/3 (2018): 295-335 and Nicholas Attfield, ‘Epilogue: Working towards the Third
Reich’, in Challenging the Modern: Conservative Revolution in German Music 1918-33 (Oxford: Published for
the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 2017), 175-211.

32 See Pollock, Opera After the Zero Hour: The Problem of Tradition and the Possibility of Renewal in Postwar
West Germany (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019).
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be in the visual arts, music or opera. Most broadly, expressionism has been used to describe
all German art in the first two decades of the century.?* Interrogations of expressionism from
a range of perspectives can be found in Expressionism Reassessed (1993), edited by
Shulamith Behr, David Fanning and Douglas Jarman. This multidisciplinary volume
reconsiders the fundamental concepts of expressionism and its geography, and includes
essays related to the visual arts, music, dance and theatre. From the outset, Behr, Fanning and
Jarman are keen to note how challenging it is to discretely define expressionism: ‘Was
Expressionism, unlike the other more easily definable ‘-isms’ of twentieth-century art,
anything more than an attitude and the word itself any more than a vague portmanteau term
indicating, at the most, a set of superficial similarities[?]”.>* Expressionism’s vagueness,
though, does not deter Behr, Fanning and Jarman from recognising its relevance:

But to speak of Expressionism as being ‘dead’, or to attempt to limit its

chronological span, is, in any case, to misrepresent the power and the influence

which this amorphous, theoretically ill-defined movement has had. Not only was

it the single most important artistic movement in northern Europe during the first

decades of the century, dominating all the arts in Germany, Austria and (as Marit

Werenskiold demonstrates) Scandinavia but, through its influence on painting,

stage design, music and cinema, it has permanently affected the whole of

twentieth-century art and culture.?
Expressionism’s inability to be neatly defined is a point of contention in the collection’s three
essays on music. In his essay for the volume, Christopher Hailey writes: ‘The appealing
analogies that seem to link musical Expressionism to the other arts are at best superficial

similarities. As a category, musical Expressionism may be a useful ‘adjective’, but it is bad

history’.3® Peter Franklin, in his essay makes no distinction between staged works such as
ry y g

33 Peter Lasko takes this approach in The Expressionist Roots of Modernism (Manchester and New York:
Manchester University Press, 2003), 1.

34 Shulamith Behr, David Fanning and Douglas Jarman, ‘Introduction: Expressionism reassessed’, in Behr,
Fanning and Jarman, eds., Expressionism Reassessed (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993), 1-2.
35 Ibid., 2.

36 Christopher Hailey, ‘Musical Expressionism: the search for autonomy’, in Expressionism Reassessed, 104.

11



Franz Schreker’s Der ferne Klang and Schoenberg’s Erwartung, and non-staged musical
works; his enquiry is primarily a musical one.?” All are conflated under the broader banner of
musical expressionism with little consideration for operatic performance practice. To put it
another way, expressionism has received little to no attention regarding its relationship to
discourses specific to opera, such as the opera crisis in Weimar Germany or the trajectory of
German opera more generally.

In instances where scholars have attempted to define expressionism in opera,
definitions have either been too broad or too narrow. Elaine Padmore’s article, ‘German
Expressionist Opera, 1910-1935” (1968), spans twenty-five years of opera and a whole array
of styles, Zeitoper included. Padmore writes: ‘The word ‘Expressionist’ as applied to opera is
commonly used as a convenient generic term to cover the operatic output of Germany and
Austria from roughly 1910-35. Few of these works are total products of Expressionist
philosophy, but since opera is a composite art form, the use of Expressionist text, or music, or
subject matter, is generally sufficient to flavour the whole with the unmistakeable quality of
the movement’.*® Fanning, on the other hand, maintains the idea that Schoenberg was central
to the expressionist movement in music (including opera). He acknowledges, though, how
such a Schoenberg-centric attitude creates issues when relating expressionism to operas by
other composers. He writes how particular stage works by Hindemith, Krenek and Weill are
problematic in the way ‘they retain strongly expressionistic textual and visual aspects while
their musical language has moved on to different aesthetic principles’.3* Hinton, like Fanning,

also takes Schoenberg as his starting point for addressing expressionism in opera, as

37 Peter Franklin, “Wilde Musik’: composers, critics and Expressionism’, in ibid., 112-120. John C. Crawford
and Dorothy L. Crawford similarly consider opera under the broader banner of musical expressionism in their
monograph Expressionism in Twentieth-Century Music (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press, 1993).

38 Elaine Padmore, ‘German Expressionist Opera, 1910-1935’, Proceedings of the Royal Musical Association
95/1 (1968): 41-53 (42).

%9 David Fanning, ‘Expressionism’, Grove Music Online (2001)
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.09141 (accessed 24 July 2023).
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evidenced by the title of his essay ‘Defining musical Expressionism: Schoenberg and others’
in Expressionism Reassessed. The essay’s title is also a direct reference to Franklin’s The
Idea of Music: Schoenberg and Others (1985), in which Franklin explore how Schoenberg, as
well as his pupils Berg and Anton Webern, have been centralised in the history of music in
the twentieth century.*® Hinton also considers Hindemith and Weill’s association with
expressionism somewhat problematic, in comparison to Schoenberg. At the conclusion of his
essay, Hinton echoes Fanning by posing the question: “Where does this leave Hindemith and
Weill?’.#! Hinton notes how, although Hindemith does explore atonality in his early works,
referencing ‘Du machst mich traurig — hor’ from 8 Lieder (1922), the composer’s style is
more melancholic than espressivo, and how his setting of Blei’s Das Nusch-Nuschi (to be
explored in Chapter One) was parodic.*> As for Weill, Hinton argues that the composer’s use
of atonality in Der Protagonist is closely tied to the titular character’s emotional state, and
that, if anything, the opera is critical of expressionism.*

In more recent years, expressionism has once again gone through several
reassessments. Through their edited collection Women in German Expressionism: Gender,
Sexuality, Activism (2023), Anke Finger and Julie Shoults have created what they see to be a
long overdue response to Barbara D. Wright’s article ‘Intimate Strangers: Women in German
Expressionism’ (2005), which calls for greater attention to women in German expressionism

and draws upon gender theory to do so.** Another recent study of expressionism is Kathleen

40 Franklin writes: ‘“What it is my purpose to suggest is that they [Schoenberg, Berg and Webern] have received
an acclaim that dangerously has come almost to deny the possibility of critical scrutiny. This is the inevitable
result of the propaganda basis of their reputation, which has had the curious effect of awarding other, equally
important composers (if for different reasons) within the same tradition merely ancillary roles to the highly
esoteric achievements of the Second Viennese School’. Franklin, The Idea of Music: Schoenberg and Others
(London: Macmillan, 1985), xiii—xiv.

4! Stephen Hinton, ‘Defining musical Expressionism: Schoenberg and others’, in Expressionism Reassessed,
127.

42 1bid., 127.

4 1bid., 128.

4 Finger and Shoults, ‘Introduction: Flipping the Prostitute: German Expressionism Reexamined after One
Hundred Years’, in Finger and Shoults, eds., Women in German Expressionism: Gender, Sexuality, Activism
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2023), 1.
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G. Chapman’s Expressionism and Poster Design in Germany 1905—1922: Between Spirit and
Commerce (2018). Chapman examines the similarities between expressionist art and
commercial posters in early twentieth-century Germany, both of which ‘registered a crucial
phase in the shift to an increasingly visually oriented society’.*> Chapman argues that like
posters, expressionist art ‘relied on a visual rhetoric designed to persuade viewers that their
lives would be significantly improved if they embraced the ideas that such images
communicated’.*® Her crucial intervention, though, and the one that is most pertinent for the
rest of this thesis, is her attempt to see expressionism as being ‘far more than a descriptive art
historical category’ and to treat it more as a discourse:

[Expressionism] can also be understood as a discursive formation where concepts

of art, form, style, consumerism, kitsch, national identity, and political affiliation
initially collided and then coalesced.*’

Chapman goes on to write that:

it is perhaps more fruitful to think of Expressionism as a series of historically

specific pictorial strategies for addressing and in some ways managing the rapid

social, political, and cultural changes that affected the meanings of art and images

in Germany during the years before and after World War 1.4
In this thesis, I employ a similar approach to Chapman by seeing composers’ turns to
expressionist theatre as strategies for overcoming Germany’s opera crisis. Expressionism, in
other words, is an entry point into the broader landscape of modern opera culture in Weimar
Germany. Where scholars have previously grappled with the inability to define

expressionism as a discrete aesthetic and pin down its relationship to opera, I embrace its

fluidity, treating it not as the be-all-and-end-all, but rather as a way into addressing broader

45 Kathleen G. Chapman, Expressionism and Poster Design in Germany 1905—1922: Between Spirit and
Commerce (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2018), 14.

6 Ibid., 14.

47 1bid., 21.

“ Ibid., 50.
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questions about modern opera’s position within Weimar culture. This study thus stands as a
point of departure from previous attempts to define expressionist opera as a fixed, discrete
category. Working towards a new definition of ‘expressionist opera’ through my case studies
would ultimately be porous. The operas discussed in depth in this thesis exhibit a range of
compositional approaches from orchestration to harmony and tonality. They also vary
dramaturgically from emphasis on the erotic and psychological torment, to pantomime and to
Greek tragedy. My case studies take place in the following settings: prehistoric times, Burma,
a nunnery, a small German town, Elizabethan England and Hell. In using expressionism as a
starting point, then, this thesis seeks to uncover some of the underlying components of
Weimar Germany’s modern opera culture that were not limited to a particular style or

aesthetic, in turn, dismantling the dominant expressionism-Zeitoper dichotomy.

The Weimar Republic and its Opera Culture

The Weimar Republic is the main political context for this thesis. Following the
announcement of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s abdication on 9 November 1918, Germany’s first
republic was declared not once, but twice: first by Philip Scheidemann, a member of the
Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Social Democratic Party of Germany, SPD) and
shortly after by Karl Liebknecht, leader of the Spartakusbund (Spartacus League). At the time
of these declarations, Germany was in social chaos. Millions of citizens had died fighting on
the front line and the country’s economy was crippled. Civil unrest, therefore, was
particularly high and morale was at an all-time low. Several weeks prior to the declarations of
Germany’s republic, sailors at the Bay of Kiel had mutinied. Their actions triggered a series
of uprisings from military groups across Germany that quickly spread across the country. A

bloody revolution followed, since becoming known as the November Revolution.
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Following the Kaiser’s abdication, there was the possibility for a new parliament in
the Reichstag, and there was fierce competition, among other parties, between the SPD, the
Unabhingige Sozialdemokratische Partei Deutschlands (Independent Social Democratic
Party of Germany, USPD) and the newly founded Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands
(Communist Party of Germany, KPD) for office. The Republic’s first federal elections took
place in January 1919 and returned a majority for the SPD. Shortly after, the new National
Assembly met in Weimar to draft a constitution for the Reich; Berlin was still in turmoil.
This was signed on 11 August by the Republic’s first President, Friedrich Ebert.*’

The first few years of the Weimar Republic were tumultuous with numerous political
assassinations. Germany had been forced to accept blame for the cause of the First World
War and had to abide by the harsh conditions of the Treaty of Versailles set out by the allies.
As well as having to significantly reduce the size of its army, the country was also burdened
with a heavy set of reparations. This put huge financial strain on the country and contributed
to unprecedented hyperinflation in 1923.%° Once Germany’s economy stabilised, a period of
relative economic and social stability followed that has become known as ‘The Golden
Twenties’, like that of ‘The Roaring Twenties’ in the United States. Germany’s Golden
Twenties, though, came to a sudden end with the financial crisis of 1929. The final few years
of the republic have since been characterised as a downward spiral, with increased
conservatism in politics and culture, and, fuelled by these, the dramatic rise of National
Socialism. Germany’s Weimar Republic ended on 30 January 1933 when President Paul von

Hindenburg appointed Adolf Hitler as chancellor.

49 An English translation of the constitution can be found in Kaes, Jay and Dimendberg, The Weimar Republic
Sourcebook, 46-50. For the original German, see Die Verfassung des Deutschen Reiches vom 11. August 1919,
7" edition (Leipzig, 1930).

50 For more on Germany’s inflation and later hyperinflation, see Martin H. Geyer, ‘The Period of Inflation,
1919-1923’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Weimar Republic, 48-71.
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Notwithstanding the political and economic chaos of the twenties, Weimar Germany
was culturally rich and diverse. The Golden Twenties was a booming time for the arts,
especially in Berlin. During this period, the Bauhaus radically reconsidered the relationship
between art and architecture, Berlin cabarets celebrated the sexual liberation of women, and
the new cinema offered Germany’s growing middle class, who now had money to spend at
their leisure, new forms of entertainment. Music in the Weimar Republic was especially
vibrant. Besides its strong roots in the Western classical tradition, composers increasingly
introduced elements of jazz into traditionally western forms of composition in tandem with
the country’s wider fascination with American culture.’! In the Finale of his Kammermusik
No. 1 (1922), for instance, Hindemith included a foxtrot. As Kira Thurman has recently
explored, there was a crucial musical and cultural exchange at this time between Europe and
America that did not just involve the former consuming traditionally Black music, but also
that Black musicians from the States championed the music of Bach, Beethoven and Brahms
in Germany during this time.>? Gebrauchsmusik (literally ‘music for use’) was another one of
the key musical buzzwords of the day. Closely linked with the Neue Sachlichkeit,
Gebrauchsmusik was a reaction against the self-indulgent nature of the late-romantic tradition

and expressionism, promoting the idea that music should always have a social purpose—a

5! The literary critic Rudolf Kayser criticised Amerikanismus for being more of a buzzword and noted that it
actually had more to do with European attitudes than American values. Speaking on typically American
things—‘trusts, highrises, traffic officers, film, technical wonders, jazz bands, boxing, magazines, and
management’—he questions whether these in and of themselves actually constitute Americanism: ‘Are these
phenomena not much more than the external and revealed symptoms of a more secret, spiritual, soulful essence?
Is Americanism not a new orientation to being, growing out of and formed in our European destiny?’ Kayser,
‘Americanism’, in The Weimar Republic Sourcebook, 395. Originally published as ‘Amerikanismus’, Vossiche
Zeitung 458 (27 September 1925).

52 ‘What my book demonstrates is that by virtue of what they performed, where they performed, and how they
performed it, Black classical musicians consistently challenged their audience’s ideas of Blackness, whiteness,
and German national identity. White German and Austrian listeners frequently assumed that the categories of
Blackness and Germanness were mutually exclusive. Yet Black performers of German music suggested that
these typologies were not as fixed as listeners had been conditioned to expect’. Kira Thurman, Singing Like
Germans: Black Musicians in the Land of Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms (Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press, 2021), 4-5.
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rejection of the modernist notion of the autonomy of art.® As noted by Pamela Potter, the
working middle class increasingly used music for entertainment. There was a rapid increase
in the number of amateur music groups in Weimar Germany, especially choirs, fuelled by the
growing middle class, and leading to what Potter terms ‘The Amateur Revolution’.>*
Germany’s middle class were also able to consume music in new ways with the aid of
technology. Developments in radio meant that, for the first time, they could enjoy a variety of
music in a much wider range of places than before. A symphony orchestra, for example,
could now be heard in the comfort of one’s own living room. Due to the technical difficulties
and relatively primitive recording and broadcasting equipment, composers often had to adapt
their compositional approach to ensure their music was suitable to this new medium, leading
to simpler textures associated with Neue Sachlichkeit music.>®

The Weimar Republic was one of the most fruitful times for opera in German history
and was not limited to expressionism and Zeitoper. One of the earliest successes in new opera
was Erich Wolfgang Korngold’s Die tote Stadt (1920) which, based on Bruges-la-Morte by
the Belgian Symbolist poet Georges Rodenbach, attracted enough attention to necessitate a
double premiere in Hamburg and Cologne. Weimar Germany was also a time when
composers and theatre practitioners were seen to shy away from labelling works for the stage
as ‘operas’. Kurt Weill and Bertolt Brecht were at the forefront of this. Their Die

Dreigroschenoper (The Threepenny Opera, 1928), for instance, is technically a ‘Play with

53 Inspired by Martin Heidegger, the musicologist Heinrich Besseler developed the idea of Gebrauchsmusik
most fully as a distinction from eigenstindige Musik, i.e., autonomous music.

54 See Pamela M. Potter, Most German of the Arts: Musicology and Society from the Weimar Republic to the
End of Hitler s Reich (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998), 4-9.

55 Hailey notes: ‘Music with full textures, a succession of dense chordal sonorities, or timbrally differentiated
melodies’ were unsuitable for recording due to the limitations of recording technology (25). Hailey compares
Schreker’s Kleine Suite (1928)—*a satisfying debut for the new compositional genre of Rundfunkmusik’—to his
earlier Vorspiel zu einem Drama (1913) to illustrate how the composer had adapt to recording, in this case by
simplifying their musical textures (27). This was not, however, ‘an accommodation to the limitations of the
radio microphone; it is a creative response to a new medium’ (32). See Hailey, ‘Rethinking sound: music and
radio in Weimar Germany’, in Music and Performance during the Weimar Republic, 13-36. For more on Neue
Sachlichkeit music, see Grosch, Die Musik der neuen Sachlichkeit (Stuttgart; Weimar: Metzler, 1999).
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Music’, though, as the title suggests, opera still plays an important role in this piece. Weill
himself remarks how opera is the subject matter of the work and Hinton has later described it
as ‘opera turned inside out’.>® Nonetheless, Die Dreigroschenoper distances itself from
traditional opera in the way it features popular tunes, most famously the ‘Mack the Knife’
ballad, and non-standard orchestral instruments such as a banjo.

That Weill and Brecht turned to John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera (1728) for Die
Dreigroschenoper reflects a more widespread resurgence of operas from the past in
Germany’s Weimar Republic. The Gottingen-based German art historian Oskar Hagen, for
example, was responsible for a Handel revival in Germany. His adaptation of Rodelinda
(1725) in 1920 is recognised to be the beginning of this revival, which occurred in tandem
with his foundation of the Gottingen International Handel Festival the year before.>” The
1920s also witnessed the so-called ‘Verdi renaissance’; as Gundula Kreuzer puts it,
‘intellectuals and musicians quite suddenly discovered the dramatic qualities of the once-
despised ‘um-pa-pa’ composer’.>® The expressionist playwright Franz Werfel played a
decisive role in instigating Germany’s new appreciation of Verdi. Werfel’s translation of La
forza del destino (1862) served as the basis for a performance in March 1926 at the Dresden
Staatsoper. Under the assured guidance of Fritz Busch—one of Weimar Germany’s most
eminent conductors—the event was a remarkable success and instigated other new

productions and translations of Verdi’s operas.>

56 Stephen Hinton, Weill s Musical Theater: Stages of Reform (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012),
111.

57 Cook, Opera for a New Republic, 10.

8 Gundula Kreuzer, Verdi and the Germans: From Unification to the Third Reich (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 139. Kreuzer is somewhat cautious over the term ‘renaissance’. She notes how, by this
time, Verdi’s ‘canonisation was incomplete.... The question is not what made Verdi ‘suddenly’ enter German
minds after the turn of the century, but how and why he retained—and then expanded—his appeal’. Ibid., 140.
59 During his time as music director in Dresden, Busch premiered many notable works by some of the most
prominent and promising composers, including Strauss’s Intermezzo (1924), Weill’s Der Protagonist and
Hindemith’s Cardillac (1926). Busch also directed the first performance of Ferruccio Busoni’s Doktor Faust in
1925, which was completed posthumously after Busoni’s death in 1924,
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The Weimar Republic was also a period of significant structural change for
Germany’s opera industry. Prior to the end of the First World War, most opera houses in
Germany were sponsored by the state or patrons. In the new republic, most opera houses
were now being privately owned and would subsequently rely far more on the commercial
successes of the operas they staged.®° The opera house, though, was not the only place were
modern stage works were being produced. Some of the newest works premiered as part of
one of Germany’s numerous music festivals. Krenek’s Der Sprung iiber den Schatten, for
instance, premiered as part of the Allgemeine Deutsche Musikverein’s 1924 Tonkiinstlerfest
in Frankfurt, which also showcased Berg’s Drei Bruchstiicke aus Wozzeck. The Baden-Baden
Festival in 1927 (originally held in Donaueschingen between 1921 and 1926 as a showcase of
contemporary music) is also particularly noteworthy for its staging of four short operatic
works: Darius Milhaud’s L enléevement d’Europe, Weill’s Mahagonny-Songspiel, Ernst

Toch’s Die Prinzessin auf der Erbse and Hindemith’s Hin und Zuriick.5!

Crisis and Anarchy: German Opera after Wagner

Despite the range of innovative approaches to the genre during the Weimar Republic, the
notion of an opera crisis was prominent in operatic discourse at this time, especially during
the republic’s later years.®? Cook notes how Weimar’s opera crisis, which she describes as
more of a ‘catchword’, was largely a question of how opera, by then an over 300-year-old

tradition, was supposed to stay relevant in the wake of new forms of mass entertainment such

60 Grosch, ‘Einfiihrung’, 1.

61 On the original honorary committee for the Donaueschingen festival were Ferruccio Busoni, Richard Strauss,
Siegmund von Hausegger, Max Pauer, Hans Pfitzner and Franz Schreker.

62 Examples include: Hans Mersmann, ‘Probleme der gegenwirtigen Operndichtung’, Anbruch 9 (January—
February 1927): 15-19; Erik Reger, ‘Die Krise des Opern-Repertoire’, Die Musik (October 1929): 22-26; Paul
Riesenfeld, ‘Der Kampf um die Oper’, Signale fiir die musikalische Welt 88 (1930): 357-360; Hans Stieber,
‘Die Krise im deutschen Opernschaffen’, Rheinische Musik und Theater-Zeitung 27 (1926): 8-9; Henrich
Strobel, ‘Krise der Oper—Krise der Kritik’, Melos 9 (1930): 191-193; Hermann W. Waltershausen, ‘Die Krise
der zeitgenossischen deutschen Oper’, Schweizerische Musikzeitung und Singerblatt 68 (1928): 41-42, 56-57.
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as radio and cinema.%® In 1922, Die Musik published an article by the conservative Emil
Petschnig titled ‘Die deutsche Oper’. In it, Petschnig expressed his concerns over how, in
comparison to older works that had stood the test of time and reached what we would
nowadays term canonical status, new operas lasted only a few performances.®* Additionally,
there were major economic challenges in the wake of Germany’s defeat in the First World
War that were exacerbated by the hyperinflation of 1923. The music critic Adolf Aber
expressed these concerns in an essay published in Melos in 1920:

At this hour it is difficult to speculate as to whether our opera theatres will remain

viable. Every day still brings news of a million-dollar deficit that no one is able to

cover because ticket prices have long since reached, if not exceeded, their

maximum limit and neither the cities nor the state are able to step in. The only

way to keep the stages viable is perhaps to found large theatre communities, as

has now been initiated in many cases. Be that as it may! In any case, only one

thing is certain: that our stages will be forced to be extremely economical.®

The notion of an opera crisis at this time resonates with wider calls of a culture of

crisis during the Weimar period.*® Gay famously wrote how Weimar was ‘a precarious glory,

a dance on the edge of a volcano’, and that ‘[it] was born in defeat, lived in turmoil, and died

3 Cook, Opera for a New Republic, 10.

64 See Emil Petschnig, ‘Die deutsche Oper’, Die Musik 15/3 (December 1922): 184-194.

65 <Zu dieser Stunde 148t sich kaum eine Vermutung dariiber ausstellen, ob unsere Opernbiihnen lebensfihig
bleiben werden. Noch bringt jeder Tag fast die Nachricht eines Milliondefizits, das zu decken niemand in der
Lage ist, da die Eintrittspreise langst ihre Hochstgrenze erreicht, wenn nicht tiberschritten haben, und weder die
Stédte noch der Staat einzuspringen vermdgen. Der einzige Ausweg die Biihnen lebensféhig zu halten, ist
vielleicht die Griindung grof3er Theatergemeinden, wie sie jetzt vielfach in die Wege geleitet worden ist. Wie
dem aber auch sei! Ganz sicher ist auf jeden Fall nur eines: Da3 unsere Biihnen zu grofBter Sparsamkeit
gezwungen sein werden’. Adolf Aber, ‘Zukunftsaufgaben der Operninszenierung’, Melos 1/11 (1920): 250-253
(250).

% See, for example: Herbert Krauss, The Crisis of German Democracy, edited with an introduction by William
Starr Myers (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1932); Detlev J. K. Peukert, The Weimar Republic: The
Crisis of Classical Modernity, trans. Richard Deveson (London: Penguin Books, 1991); Arthur Jacobson and
Bernhard Schlink’s Weimar: A Jurisprudence of Crisis (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); Moritz
Follmer and Riidiger Graf, eds., Die ,, Krise “ der Weimarer Republik: Zur Kritik eines Deutungsmusters
(Frankfurt: Campus, 2005); Wolfgang Hardtwig, ed., Ordnungen in der Krise: Zur politischen Kulturgeschichte
Deutschlands 1900—1933 (Munich: R. Oldenbourg, 2007); Todd Herzog, Crime Stories: Criminalistic Fantasy
and the Culture of Crisis in Weimar Germany (New York: Berghahn Books, 2009); Riidiger Graf, ‘Either-Or:
The Narrative of “Crisis” in Weimar Germany and in Historiography’, Central European History 43/4 (2010):
592-615; Graf and Follmer, ‘The culture of ‘crisis’ in the Weimar Republic’, Thesis Eleven 111/1 (2012): 36—
47.
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in disaster’.®” Even Weimar’s Golden Years, Detlev Peukert notes, teetered on the edge of
crisis and are only seen to be stable in comparison to their immediate past and future; ‘[the]
cracks in the fabric of the Republic remained fully visible’.%® The notion of everything being
in crisis was so commonplace that the term ‘crisis’ in itself became a kind of a buzzword, one
that in fact sparked a great sense of urgency for the arts and that led to unrivalled creativity.
Reactions to the modernisation, urbanisation and industrialisation of Germany were
particularly pressing, as was the polarisation of politics. According to Wolfgang Hardtwig,
crisis in Weimar existed in two ways: first, there were literal crises, such as hyperinflation,
the stock market crash and the republic’s collapse; second, there was crisis as a rhetorical
term in the discourse.®” Weimar Germany’s opera crisis exhibits both characteristics. The
country’s economic conditions had a real impact on its opera industry, as expressed by Aber.
Yet, at the same time, creativity was at an all-time high, as evidenced by the divergent array
of styles on offer.

That German opera was seen to be in some sort of crisis, though, was not unique to
the 1920s.7° From its earliest days, German-language opera struggled to be taken seriously.
Unlike its main rivals—Italian and French opera—German-language opera had its origins not
in the courts, but among Wandertruppen (Wandering troupes) across the Holy Roman Empire
in the seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries. While Italian companies dominated the
courts, German troupes would at best be granted one-off opportunities to appear before the

crown, while they spent the rest of the time having to find opportunities at local, smaller-

7 Gay, Weimar Culture, xiv, 2.

8 Peukert, The Weimar Republic, 4.

 ‘Die Allgegenwart des Redens von ,,Krise* zwischen 1918 und 1933, aber auch schon in den beiden
Jahrzehnten vor dem Ausbruch des Ersten Weltkriegs, spiegelt nicht einfach nur faktische Krisen und deren
Wahrnehmung wider, sie reflektiert vielmehr ein Wahrnehmungs- und Deutungsmuster, das sich vielfach
verselbstédndige und gerade in seiner rhetorischen und argumentativen Funktion fiir die Selbstwahrnehmung und
politisch-gesellschaftlich-kulturelle Ortsbestimmung wichtiger Gruppen der deutschen Gesellschaft iiberaus
aufschlussreich ist’. Hardtwig, ‘Einleitung’, in Ordnungen in der Krise, 12.

70 Nor was it unique to Germany. Harriet Boyd-Bennett, for example, explores similar discourses of opera crisis
in post-World War Two Italy. See Boyd-Bennett, Opera in Postwar Venice: Cultural Politics and the Avant-
Garde (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).
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scale events in provincial towns.”! Due to the political structure of the Holy Roman Empire,
there was not a unified political, social or artistic style across this region of Europe, and opera
likewise developed here in a somewhat haphazard way through a complex network of
municipal theatres.”? There were also issues with the German language itself. Through opera,
Italian had come to be seen as ‘the music language of high society’ and there would need to
be a complete overhaul of resources and expectations for a distinctly German style of opera
to emerge.”> German-language opera eventually came into its own in the late eighteenth-
century with the Singspiel, and strong contenders in Romantic opera soon followed with E. T.
A. Hoffmann’s Undine (1816) and Carl Maria von Weber’s Der Freischiitz (1821).74

One individual who dominated operatic discourse and contributed to the sense of an
opera crisis in Weimar Germany was Richard Wagner. With his epic opera cycle Der Ring
des Nibelungen (first complete performance in 1876) Wagner had taken German opera to
new heights in terms of its scale. The founding of the Bayreuth Festspielhaus (opened in
1876 to stage the first performance of the ring cycle) and particularly Wagner’s final opera
Parsifal (1882)—subtitled ‘Biithnenweihfestspiel’, literally ‘festival play for stage
consecration’—had also given him and his output a quasi-religious position in German
culture and society. Wagner had also pushed functional tonality to its limits; as noted by
Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, the opening of Tristan und Isolde (1865) is harmonically

unsettling for the way one dissonant chord revolves to another, ‘as if a question has been

"L John Warrack, German Opera: From the Beginnings to Wagner (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2001), 63.

2 See Austin Glatthorn, Music Theatre and the Holy Roman Empire: The German Musical Stage at the Turn of
the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022).

3 Richard Englinder, ‘The Struggle Between German and Italian Opera at the Time of Weber’, The Musical
Quarterly 31/4 (1945): 479491 (479).

4 For more on Hoffmann and Undine, see Francien Markx, E. T. A. Hoffmann, Cosmopolitanism, and the
Struggle for German Opera (Leiden: Brill, 2016). For more on German Romantic Opera, see Edward J. Dent,
The Rise of Romantic Opera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976) and Aubrey S. Garlington, Jr.,
‘German Romantic Opera and the Problems of Origins’, The Musical Quarterly 63/2 (1977): 247-263.
Weber’s opera was one of the greatest commercial successes in German opera amidst what Carolyn Abbate and
Roger Parker frame as ‘The German Problem’. See Abbate and Parker, A History of Opera: The Last 400 Years
(London: Penguin Books, 2015) [2012], 167-187.
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answered by another question’.”> Beyond the confines of the opera house, Wagner had also
established himself as a deeply divisive figure whose influence reached into politics,
philosophy and German culture more broadly. Subsequent German opera composers,
therefore, could not ignore him. The particular economic and cultural challenges that
characterised Weimar Germany’s opera crisis, then, intersected with the ongoing question of
how composers were supposed to deal with Wagner’s legacy.

Following Wagner’s death, critics saw German opera to be in chaos, as some
composers continued in his style, while others sought out new directions. The critic Oskar
Bie recognised the chaotic array of approaches to opera in the post-Wagner era both in
Germany and abroad in his book Die Oper (1913), which surveyed trends from the Baroque
to the present day. Die Oper concludes with a chapter titled ‘Die Anarchie der Oper’ (The
Anarchy of Opera).”® Bie opens the chapter with the following:

Operatic style is dead; long live operatic styles! Anarchy reigns. The theoretical
paradox became an experience in Wagner and has been a fact ever since. Modern
opera is the practice of paradox. Nothing binds, everything is allowed. Everything
contradicts itself, it is composed restlessly side by side. Faith is lost. Maybe it’s
the end.”’
Ironically, the very thing that most scholars have since seen as worth celebrating—that
German-language opera was so diverse in the Weimar era—was actually a great concern to
Bie only a decade earlier.

Two composers who were inspired by Wagner and demonstrated contrasting

responses to him—and to whom Bie pays considerable attention in ‘Die Anarchie der

Oper’—were Engelbert Humperdinck and Hans Pfitzner. Humperdinck had been closely

75 Ibid., 368.

76 Oskar Bie, Die Oper (Berlin: S. Fischer, 1923), 484-555.

7 ‘Der Stil der Oper hat aufgehért, es herrschen die Stile. Es herrscht die Anarchie. Die theoretische Paradoxie
wurde in Wagner Erlebnis, seitdem ist sie Tatsache. Die moderne Oper ist die Praxis der Paradoxie. Nichts
bindet, alles ist erlaubt. Alles widerspricht sich, es wird ruhelos nebeneinander komponiert. Der Glaube ist
verloren. Vielleicht ist es das Ende’. Ibid., 485.
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associated with Wagner. The two met on 9 March 1880 in Naples, and it was during this trip
that Wagner invited Humperdinck to assist him with the upcoming premiere of Parsifal.”®
Humperdinck’s Mdrchenopern (fairy-tale operas)—Hcnsel und Gretel, first performed in
Weimar on 23 December 1893, and Konigskinder, first staged on 28 December 1910 in New
York City, with its Berlin premiere following shortly on 14 January 1911—contain colourful
orchestrations that evoke the sound world of Wagner. Pfitzner’s Der arme Heinrich, first
performed in Mainz on 2 April 1895, is another important work in the immediate post-
Wagnerian age. Regarding the opera’s music, Franklin describes Der arme Heinrich as ‘a
landmark of 1890s intellectual Wagnerism’ by the way Pfitzner’s approach to harmony is
refined, adventurous, but not decadent.” In Die Oper, Bie wrote how Der arme Heinrich was
a ‘Tristan-branch, just like Héinsel und Gretel is a Meistersinger-branch’.8° Like Wagner’s
use of Norse mythology for Der Ring des Nibelungen, Pfitzner turned to an adaptation of
medieval German narrative by Hartmann von Aue, who was one of the most representative
writers of this period next to Wolfram von Eschenbach, the author of Parzival. Der arme
Heinrich also has similarities of subject matter to Wagner, it too being an Erlosungsdrama
(redemption drama).

Bie’s idea of the anarchy of German opera was echoed by another important music
critic, Paul Bekker. In The Changing Opera (Wandlungen der Oper, 1934), Bekker referred
to Richard Strauss’s operatic oeuvre as ‘a series of style experiments, feeling its way from
one model to the next, surprisingly successful at two points, but permitting of no continuation

along a straight line in the direction marked by the successful works, and always calling forth

78 Jan Denley, ‘Humperdinck, Engelbert’, Grove Music Online (2001)
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article. 13550 (accessed 2 August 2023).

7 Franklin, ‘Arme Heinrich, Der (‘Poor Heinrich’)’, Grove Music Online (2002)
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.0900188 (accessed 2 August 2023).

80 ‘Die stirkste deutsche Oper nachwagnerscher Zeit, aber wagnerschen Blutes, ist Pfitzners Armer Heinrich.
Ein Tristanzweig, wie Hansel und Gretel ein Meistersingerzweig ist’. Bie, Die Oper, 532.
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further experiment’.®! Strauss had arguably the biggest breakthrough in German opera in the
post-Wagnerian period and was one of its most representative composers. Bie, for instance,
declared that Strauss had successfully broken away from Wagner-imitation, that Strauss
himself was an epoch.®?

Strauss’s initial attempt at opera, Guntram (1894), was reminiscent of Wagner’s
music dramas on the surface with its medieval setting and titular Minnesinger, while at its
core it was a rejection of the Wagnerian Erlosungsdrama.®® His next works, Feuersnot (1901)
and then especially Salome (1905) and Elektra (1909), were more decisive turns away from
the operatic titan in their themes of individualism, central female characters and erotic
themes. Salome and Elektra were set to texts by Oscar Wilde and Hugo von Hofmannsthal,
examples of Literaturoper, which was a new tradition that was markedly different from
Wagner’s approach of writing his own libretti. Strauss’s approach to orchestration was also
distinct from Wagner’s. Building on Strauss’s experience in exploring orchestration and
colour in his early tone poems, the vocal parts in his operas became extensions of the
orchestra. In Salome and Elektra, Strauss continued to push the limits of tonality within
cacophonic textures. As Gilliam has explored, Strauss gradually distanced himself from both
Wagner and his contemporaries by the way he exhibited ‘a unique musical atheism’, his
operas showing an ‘anti-German humanism’, personal detachment from his work and intent
of disturbing his audiences.?* After the risqué one-act operas set in the distant past, Strauss’s
next opera, Der Rosenkavalier (1911), turned to an altogether different setting: eighteenth-

century Vienna. His first true collaboration with Hugo von Hofmannsthal (Elektra was a

81 Paul Bekker, The Changing Opera, trans. Arthur Mendel (London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1936), 261.

82 ‘Er ist eine Epoche, auch gegen die Gleichzeitigen. Er ist es in Deutschland, das er mit starker Hand vom
Wagner-Epigonentum befreite, ohne in billige Volkstiimelei und Stilmeierei zu lenken; er ist es in der Welt, der
er eine Personlichkeit von eigenem Schnitt vorstellte’. Bie, Die Oper, 537.

8 As Gilliam notes, ‘the work ends not with [Guntram’s] redemption but with only the promise of it. He needs
no eternal feminine, no ethical brotherhood, no judge or jury’. Gilliam, Rounding Wagners Mountain: Richard
Strauss and Modern German Opera (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 23.

8 Gilliam, Rounding Wagner s Mountain, xii.
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Literaturoper), Der Rosenkavalier, was an immediate hit. Strauss and Hofmannsthal used a
similar courtly setting for their next opera, Ariadne auf Naxos, while Die Frau ohne Schatten
drew on symbolism.

While Strauss’s operas were some of the most commonly programmed operas in the
Weimar Republic, he offered little in the way of new works during this time. In fact, Strauss
was based in Vienna between 1919 and 1924 as one of the co-directors of the Vienna
Staatsoper. Intermezzo, a kind of precursor to Zeitoper, received mixed reviews at its Dresden
premiere on 4 November 1924, while Die dgyptische Helena, also premiered in Dresden on 6
June 1928, struggled to find a secure place in the repertory. His next opera, and final
collaboration with Hofmannsthal, Arabella, did not premiere then until 1 July 1933 after the
fall of the Weimar Republic.

Next to Strauss, the Austrian Franz Schreker was arguably the next most influential
composer of German-language opera. Schreker’s breakthrough work was Der ferne Klang,
which premiered in Frankfurt on 18 August 1912. Following the premiere, Schreker’s name
quickly became known widely beyond Viennese circles, as the success of Der ferne Klang
was compared to that of Der Rosenkavalier.®® The press from across Germany and Austria
praised Der ferne Klang as one of the most important new operas in the post-Wagnerian
wilderness, one that was on a par with Strauss’s operas.®¢ Bekker was a notable champion of
Schreker’s music. He valued Schreker first and foremost by his theatrical and musical

instincts, rather than by philosophy or ideology—as Strauss was.?” Several more successes

8 Hailey, Franz Schreker, 1878—1934: A Cultural Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993),
34. See 334, fn. 3.

86 See ibid., 34-35.

87 Ist nun Schreker ein neuer Wagner, iiberfliigelt er den alten, wird er ihn allmdhlich zuriickdringen? Sagen wir
gerade heraus: nein. Wagner ist eine iiberragende Kulturerscheinung, eine geistige Kraft von elementarer
Bedeutung. Schreker ist eine genial veranlagte Theaterbegabung, ein Musiker, der Opern schreibt—nicht mehr,
nicht weniger. Eben darum, wegen dieses nicht mehr und nicht weniger, schétzen wir ihn und freuen uns seiner.
Es ist das Ungliick der deutschen Oper nach Wagner gewesen, daf3 sie glaubte, Philosophie und Weltanschauung
seien Ausgangspunkte und die Musik liefe nebenher, daf} sie meinte, sich als Musikdrama gebarden, Namen und
Begriff der Oper miBachten zu diirfen. Aber die Biihne hat ihre eigenen Lebensgesetzte und diese lassen sich
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followed: Das Spielwerk und die Prinzessin (premiered 1913), Die Gezeichneten (premiered
1918) and Der Schatzgrdiber (premiered 1920), the first performances of which all took place
in Frankfurt. Schreker then moved to Berlin in 1920 to take up the prestigious position of
director at the Hochschule fiir Musik. This move, however, also coincided with the peak of
his career as an opera composer. Schreker never enjoyed the same success with new opera in
the 1920s as he had done in the 1910s.

Enter my protagonists in what follows: Paul Hindemith, Alban Berg, Kurt Weill and
Ernst Krenek. Inspired by Gay’s father-son framing, Michael Kater describes these
composers as the ‘sons’” who revolted against their late Romantic ‘fathers’.®® Seeing
Hindemith, Berg, Weill and Krenek as ‘brothers’, though, implies the four had close and
personal relationships. This, however, was not necessarily the case. For a start, two were
German (Hindemith and Weill) and two were Austrian (Berg and Krenek). Hindemith,
Krenek and Weill were of the same generation, but Berg was almost fifteen years older than
Weill and Krenek.?® Moreover, there is little that ties them together with regards to
collaborations, correspondence and place.”® What does unite them is that they were
collectively seen to be at the forefront of developments in German opera, and modern music
generally, in the 1920s. Contemporary critics praised these composers for breaking away

from the traditions of their predecessors and offering new directions for German opera. Berg,

nicht aus abstrakten Anschauungen heraus umgestalten’. Bekker, ‘Franz Schreker’ (1920), in Klang und Eros,
Zweiter Band der Gesammelten Schriften (Stuttgart and Berlin: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1922), 20.

88 Michael Kater, ‘The Revenge of the Fathers: The Demise of Modern Music at the End of the Weimar
Republic’, German Studies Review 15/2 (1992): 295-315 (296).

8 Their years are as follows: Hindemith (1895-1963), Berg (1885-1935), Weill (1900-1950) and Kreneck
(1900-1991).

%0 One notable collaboration is Der Lindberghflug, a cantata, or more precisely a Lehrstiick, by Brecht with
music by Hindemith and Weill. The work first performed as a broadcast by the Frankfurter Rundfunk-
Symphonie-Orchester in 1929, with a performance at the Baden-Baden festival that year. For a study on Krenek
and Weill, see Matthias Henke, ed., Zeitgenossenschaft! Ernst Krenek und Kurt Weill im Netzwerk der Moderne
(Schliengen: Edition Argus, 2019).
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Weill and Krenek had also all signed contracts with Universal Edition in Vienna, which had
been set up at the turn of the century to promote important modern music.”!

Hindemith, Berg, Weill and Krenek studied at either renowned institutions or with
leading composers of the day in Germany and Austria. These environments nurtured their
creativity and encouraged them to develop an interest in opera. Hindemith grew up in
Frankfurt and from a young age was involved at the city’s opera house. The Oper Frankfurt
was known for staging many of the newest operas in the 1910s under the direction of Ludwig
Rottenberg, who had put the Oper on the map, so to speak. As a young boy and encouraged
by his father, Hindemith learnt to play the violin. He soon studied with the leader of the
Frankfurt Opera orchestra, Adolf Rebner, who admitted the budding violinist to the
conservatory for free. Beginning in 1912, Hindemith studied composition with Arnold
Mendelssohn and later Bernard Sekles at the Hoch Konservatorium, also in Frankfurt. Two
years later, he began playing first violin in the Opera orchestra, before being promoted to
leader in 1917. Hindemith’s work at the opera house was particularly important as it gave
him first-hand experience with the genre, while allowing him to meet some of the leading
composers, conductors and musicians of the day.

Berg, on the other hand, grew up in Vienna and never had any formal musical
education until the age of nineteen, when Schoenberg took Berg on as one of his pupils in
1904.%2 While Schoenberg’s theoretical output centred mainly on his approach to harmony—
Harmonielehre (1911) being his most famous work—he had written pieces for the stage, to
which Berg would have no doubt been exposed. Erwartung, composed in 1909, was
groundbreaking for the way in which Schoenberg used free atonality over an extended period

of time, in this case nearly half an hour. Marie Pappenheim’s libretto displays a clear

°! Hindemith’s music was instead published by Schott’s Séhne.

92 As Douglas Jarman notes, he was ‘little more than an enthusiastic amateur’. Jarman, ‘Berg, Alban (Maria
Johannes)’, Grove Music Online (2001) https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.02767 (accessed 26
July 2023).
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influence from contemporary research into the human psyche.”® Schoenberg’s Die gliickliche
Hand, composed between 1910 and 1913, also encapsulated contemporary Viennese thought
by its influence from Otto Weininger. Die gliickliche Hand’s novel use of changing coloured
lighting spoke also to other modern works such as Wassily Kandinsky’s Der gelbe Klang and
Alexander Scriabin’s Prometheus: The Poem of Fire (1910). Berg’s experience, then,
working under Schoenberg would have opened his eyes to new possibilities for opera.

Like Hindemith, Weill was exposed to opera from a young age. Weill and his siblings
(Kurt being one of four) regularly attended the opera, and by the age of fifteen, he was taking
composition lessons with the city’s assistant conductor at the Hoftheater, Albert Bing. After
an initial stint studying under Humperdinck, Friedrich Koch and Rudolf Krasselt at the
Musikhochschule in Berlin, Weill was forced to return to Dessau due to financial
circumstances. He soon returned to the capital, though, after Ferruccio Busoni personally
invited him to attend his master class series at the Akademie der Kiinste.

Weill’s years with Busoni were especially formative on his creative development and
would have exposed him to new thinking about opera. Busoni is another important figure in
this thesis as he published his lamentations on the current state of opera and offered
interventions and new directions beyond Wagner. Though he was born in Italy, Busoni spent
much of his life in Germany and Austria, and had a strong influence on developments of
German opera. Unlike Pfitzner, Strauss and Schreker, Busoni took a decidedly more anti-
Wagnerian stance. This is most obvious in his famous essay Entwurf einer neuen Asthetik der
Tonkunst, originally published in 1907. In this essay, Busoni called for a return to absolute

music and in the case of opera, a return to the number form like that used by Mozart.** The

3 Erwartung focuses on an unnamed woman searching the forest one night for her husband who, unbeknownst
to her, lies dead in the forest.

94 “The greater part of modern theatre music suffers from the mistake of seeking to repeat the scenes passing on
stage, instead of fulfilling its own proper mission of interpreting the soul-states of the persons represented...
The storm is visible and audible without aid from music; it is the invisible and inaudible, the spiritual processes
of the personages portrayed, which music should render intelligible... Measurably justified, in my opinion, is
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essay sparked a reaction from Pfitzner, whose Futuristengefahr argued Busoni as a
‘dangerous’ Italian outsider undermining the great tradition. Busoni put his ideas from
Entwurf einer neuen Asthetik der Tonkunst into practice initially in Arlecchino and Turandot
(both premiered on 11 May 1917 at the Stadttheater in Ziirich), which Weill and his fellow
pupils were exposed to during the master classes.

Krenek grew up in Vienna, but showed a much earlier interest in music than Berg.
Had he been born a generation earlier, Krenek would have enjoyed the golden age of fin de
siécle Vienna and likely been snatched up by Schoenberg alongside Berg.” Instead, Krenek
took composition lessons with Schreker. When Schreker moved to Berlin in 1920, Krenek
quickly followed suit to continue his studies. Here, he met the likes of Busoni, conductor
Hermann Scherchen and pianists Eduard Erdmann and Arthur Schnabel, and he was soon
involved in the International Society for Contemporary Music.”® The move to Berlin also
opened a world of new possibilities for composition, which is reflected in his output from the
time as he moved away from the late-romantic style of his teacher and began exploring
atonality. Krenek also travelled to Paris in 1925, where he met Stravinsky, Kokoschka and

members of Les Six, exposing him to various strands of new music.”’

the plan of the old opera, which concentrated and musically rounded out the passions aroused by a moving
dramatic scene in a piece of set form (the aria)’. Ferruccio Busoni, Sketch of a New Esthetic of Music, trans.
Theodore Baker (New York: G. Schirmer, 1911), 13-15.

95 Tregear, Ernst Krenek and the Politics of Musical Style (London; The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2013), 2.

% Garrett Bowles, ‘Krenek [Kienek], Ernst’, Grove Music Online (2001)
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article. 15515 (accessed 26 July 2023). For more on the ISCM, see
Giles Masters, ‘New Music Internationalism: The ISCM Festival, 1922—-1939° (PhD Thesis, King’s College
London, 2021).

7 ‘Die Wende, die meine musikalische Entwicklung genommen hatte, hatte ein groBes Interesse bei mir
geweckt, in die Atmosphére einzutauchen, die Strawinsky und die jungen franzodsischen Komponisten umgab,
die so leichte und ,,niitzliche* Musik schreiben. Und meine wachsende Abneigung gegeniiber Deutschland und
allem, wofiir es stand, bewirkte, dass ich dieser ersten Reise in die wirkliche Welt ,,drauflen®, in einen der
fritheren Feindstaaten, mit freudiger Erregung entgegensah’. Krenek, Im Atem der Zeit: Erinnerungen an die
Moderne (Vienna: Braumiiller, 2012), 586.
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Expressionism and Modern Opera

This thesis brings to the forefront contemporary attitudes in Weimar Germany towards
expressionism and modern opera. As outlined in my literature review, expressionism has
proven to be notoriously difficult to define and delimit for later scholars. The same was true
for artists and critics living in the early twentieth century. In the 1900s and 1910s,
expressionism was not then so strongly associated with German art as it is today.
Expressionism was typically used as a catch-all term for modernist European art that
diverged from impressionism. In 1912, the art historian Richart Reiche used the recently
founded Sonderbund exhibition, this time to be hosted in Cologne, as an opportunity to
reorient the exhibition’s attendees with what he saw expressionism to be:
This year the fourth exhibition of the Sonderbund presents a survey of the current
state of the most recent movement in painting—the one that replaced Naturalism
and Impressionism and now strives for a simplification and intensification of
forms of expression, a new rhythm and color, a decorative and monumental
configuration. The exhibition attempts to give a survey of this movement, which
has been called Expressionism.”®
Though the exhibition reflected the international scope of expressionism in showcasing
paintings by artists from France to Russia, the 1912 Sonderbund is notable for the way
Reiche attempted to frame expressionism as having Germanic origins. Reiche had set up
retrospective galleries for Vincent van Gogh, Paul Cézanne and Paul Gauguin to explain

expressionism’s origins. However, he demonstrated a clear favouritism towards van Gogh,

and also organised a special showcase of Edward Munch.”

%8 Richart Reiche, ‘Foreword’, International Exhibition of the Sonderbund, Cologne, 1912. Quoted in Rose-
Carol Washton Long, ed., German Expressionism: Documents from the End of the Wilhelmine Empire to the
Rise of National Socialism, trans. and ed. Nancy Roth (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 17. For
the original German, see Reiche, “Vorwort’, Internationale Kunst Ausstellung des Sonderbundes westdeutscher
Kunst-freunde und Kiinstler zu Céln (Cologne, 1912).

% Long notes how ‘van Gogh received space for three times as many works as the other two’. Long, German
Expressionism, 16.
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Two of the most famous groups of artists that contemporary art critics retrospectively
understood to be expressionists were based in Germany: Die Briicke (The Bridge), founded in
Dresden in 1905 by Fritz Bleyl, Erich Heckel, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner and Karl Schmidt-
Rottluff; and Der Blaue Reiter (The Blue Rider), founded in Munich in 1911 by Wassily
Kandinsky and Franz Marc.!%’ Neither Die Briicke nor Der Blaue Reiter, however, were
movements per se, but rather loose collections of artists, who were not necessarily German.
Unlike other avant-garde groups at this time such as Futurism or later Dada, the
expressionists had no manifesto. The closest thing Die Briicke had was a short text on a
woodcut print by Kirchner, which called for a young generation of artists who wished to
challenge the status quo and shape the future, to join them:

With faith in evolution, in a new generation of creators and appreciators, we call
together all youth. And as youths, who embody the future, we want to free our
lives and limbs from the long-established older powers. Anyone who renders his
creative drive directly and genuinely is one of us.!?!
Artists in Die Briicke and Der Blaue Reiter adopted a range of approaches to painting, but all
used their art to convey intense, often violent emotions: landscapes were characterised by
bold colours, harking back to French fauvism;!%? portraits were typically distorted to reflect
the inner turmoil of the subject; primitivist subject matters were also popular; while others,

especially Kandinsky, turned to total abstraction. Expressionist art, as contemporary critics

100 The Berlin Secession in 1920, initiated by Max Pechstein, was an important event that celebrated many of
the works from Die Briicke and those that would soon form Der Blaue Reiter. For more on the Neue Sezession,
see Wolf-Dieter Dube, The Expressionists, trans. Mary Whittall (London: Thames and Hudson, 1972), 157-161.
101 Quoted in Long, German Expressionism, 23. [‘Mit dem Glauben an Entwicklung, an eine neue Generation
der Schaffenden wie der GenieBlenden rufen wir alle Jugend zusammen, und als Jugend, die die Zukunft tragt,
wollen wir uns Arm- und Lebensfreiheit verschaffen gegeniiber den wohlangesessenen élteren Kréften. Jeder
gehort zu uns, der unmittelbar und unverfélscht das wiedergibt, was ihn zum Schaffen dréngt’.] Ernst Ludwig
Kirchner, Programm der Kiinstlergruppe Briicke (1906).

102 Marc’s 1911-essay, ‘Die Wilden Deutschlands’, harks back to French fauvism. Both ‘wild’ and ‘fauve’ have
been translated to English as ‘savage’. For the original German, see Wassily Kandinsky and Franz Marc, Der
Blaue Reiter, dokumentarische Neuausgabe von Klaus Lankheit (Munich: Piper Verlag, 1965), 28-32. For an
English translation, see ‘Germany’s ‘Savages™, in Victor H. Miesel, ed., Voices of German Expressionism
(London: Tate Publishing, 2003), 70-72.
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understood, did not try to represent the external world realistically. Rather, form was a means
to an end, a means for expressing the inner experiences of the artist or the subject of
painting.!%®

Expressionism was not just associated with the visual arts. With the publication of
Der Blaue Reiter’s almanac in 1912, expressionism became entangled with a wide array of
media. While the title suggests it was intended to be a regular periodical, this was the only
edition to have been published; it was reprinted, though, in 1914. This initial issue alone
demonstrates the breadth and aims of Der Blaue Reiter. In addition to the inclusion of new
paintings and drawings from its members, the volume also contained essays by Kandinsky
and Marc on their approach to form in painting. Musical compositions were also included in
the Almanach. Several short songs by Schoenberg and his disciples Berg and Webern were
published, as well as an article by Schoenberg on music’s relationship to text.!%4
Expressionism, though, was not directly applied to Austro-German music until seven years
later. ‘Ausdrucksmusik’ (literally ‘expressive music’) was, for example, the preferred term
for Webern in 1912.1%° “Expressionismus’ was first applied to music in 1919 by Heinz

Tiessen in a series of essays titled ‘Der neue Strom’ in the first issue of Melos, which had

103 For Kandinsky, the shift from depictions of the external to internal was key for distinguishing twentieth-
century art from that of the nineteenth. Kandinsky posited in The Struggle for Art: ‘The now-dawning twentieth
century is the century of the “internal,” in contrast to the nineteenth century, which was that of the “external™’.
Quoted in Long, German Expressionism, 40. For the original German, see Kandinsky, untitled essay, in /m
Kampf am die Kunst: Die Antwort auf den ,, Protest deutscher Kiinstler“ (Munich: R. Piper & Co., 1911), 73—
75. Similar remarks were made by Adolf Behne: ‘Expressionism knows no form which is without spirit, without
expression. Here, form is in the service of expression. [...] We have recognized the goal of the Expressionist
picture is the expression of an experience. The Impressionist was satisfied with the impression, with the surface,
the appearance. The Expressionist wants the spiritual quintessence of an experience’. Behne, ‘German
Expressionism, Lecture for the Opening of the New Sturm Exhibition’, Der Sturm, 1914. Quoted in Long,
German Expressionism, 61, 62. For the original German, see Behne, ‘Deutsche Expressionisten: Vortrag zur
Eroffnung der neuen Sturm-Ausstellung’, Der Sturm 5, 17-18 (December 1914), 14-15.

104 There was also an essay on Alexander Scriabin’s Prometheus: The Poem of Fire, which emphasised the
importance of the work’s use of colour. For more on the almanac, see Mark Carroll, ‘Hearing is Believing:
‘Inner Necessity’ and the Songs in the Blaue Reiter Almanac’, Musicology Australia 32, no.1 (2010): 3-26.
10510 1912, Anton Webern described Schoenberg’s music as follows: ‘Schénbergs Verhiltnis zur Kunst wurzelt
ausschlieBlich im Ausdrucksbediirfnis. Seine Empfindung ist von versengender Glut; sie schafft vollig neue
Ausdruckswerte, also braucht sie auch neue Ausdrucksmittel’, quoted in Michael von Troschke, Der Begriff

., Expressionismus “ in der Musikliteratur des 20. Jahrhunderts (Pfaffenweiler: Centaurus-Verlagsgesellschaft,
1988), 15.
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been founded by Scherchen.!% It was then again applied to music in the spring of that year by
Arnold Schering in ‘Die expressionistische Bewegung in der Musik’ (The Expressionist
Movement in Music).!%7 Just as in the visual arts, Tiessen framed his understanding of
expressionism as a reaction against impressionism. In Tiessen’s eyes, Schoenberg was at the
centre of musical expressionism:

In terms of music history, Schoenberg initially sets the inner authenticity, purity,

and active intensity of his emotional expression in striking contrast to most of the

other new innovators of the generation following Strauss, Mahler and Reger. A

work as noble and concentrated as his chamber symphony is an artistic feat of

which our time can be proud. For in Schoenberg’s development, the specific-

expressionistic tendency to reach the spiritual-emotional goal in the shortest

possible way, to delete everything that only serves to smooth the formal or

concertante and does not strengthen the expression, becomes most strikingly

clear.!8
One way for music to reach this spiritual goal, according to Tiessen, was through the

rejection of the triad, the scale and symmetry (as exemplified by Schoenberg), something

which he compares directly to the approach of the expressionist painter.!%

106 ‘Der neue Strom’ was published in four parts in Melos 1 (1920): 5-8, 26-28, 78-82 and 102-106. ‘Strom’
can be translated to English as ‘current’, which is especially fitting in the view of Troschke, who sees Tiessen’s
uses of Strom as ‘a metaphor for modern art... intended to refer to the broad, flowing movement of this style
(“Als eine Metapher fiir die moderne Kunst soll das Wort ,,Strom* wohl auf die breite, flieBende Bewegung
dieser Stilrichtung hinweisen’). Troschke, Der Begriff ,, Expressionismus ““ in der Musikliteratur des 20.
Jahrhunderts, 52. According to Troschke, Tiessen’s choice of the word ‘Strom’ could be for the following
reasons: In his book Der Expressionismus (1914), Paul Fechter had already used Strom in relation to
expressionism; the term was also used for an exhibition in 1919, as well as for a book series by Paul Raabe
titled Der Strom: Eine Buchfolge. Moreover, Strom may have been used in the way it was an alliteration on
Walden’s Der Sturm. See ibid., 51-52.

107 Schering’s essay was published as part of a broader collection titled Einfiihrung in die Kunst der Gegenwart
(Leipzig: Verlag von E. A. Seemann), 139-161. The essays were originally a series of lectures given at the
Schiller-Verein in Leipzig.

108 ‘Die innere Echtheit, Reinheit, aktive Intensitit seines Empfindungsausdrucks setzt Schénberg zunichst in
auffalligen Gegensatz zu den meisten anderen Neutonern der auf Strauf3-Mahler-Reger musikhistorisch
folgenden Generation. Ein so edles und konzentriertes Werk wie seine Kammersinfonie ist eine kiinstlerische
Groftat, auf die unsere Zeit stolz sein kann. Dann aber verdeutlicht sich in Schonbergs Entwicklung aufs
Schlagendste die spezifisch-expressionistische Neigung, das geistig-gefithlsméBige Ziel auf dem kiirzesten
Wege zu erreichen, alles zu streichen, was nur der formalen oder konzertanten Glattung dient und nicht den
Ausdruck stirkt’. Tiessen, ‘Der neue Strom: IV. Expressionismus’, Melos 1 (1920): 104.

109 “Wie der expressionistische Maler seiner Linienfiihrung nicht photographische (oder doch
Wirklichkeitsvorstellungen geleitete) Naturtreue als optisches Erlebnis zugrunde legt, sondern seinen geistig-
seelischen Ausdruckswillen,—so wendet sich die Linienfithrung des Musikers ab von der Diktatur der ersten
Naturtone, dem Dreiklang und seiner Skala, die bisher Grundlage der Melodiebildung waren, und schafft (mit
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The Blaue Reiter’s almanac also included theatre pieces. Kandinsky’s stage work Der
Gelbe Klang (The Yellow Sound) was published in this issue and foregrounded one of the
most characteristic features of his paintings: colour.!'® A regular, and thus more important,
periodical for distributing expressionist art was Der Sturm, which was founded by Herwarth
Walden in 1910.!!'! As well as paintings, Der Sturm also published poems, essays and theatre
pieces by Europe’s leading proponents of secessionist art.!!'? Both Kokoschka’s Mérder,
Holffnung der Frauen and Stramm’s Sancta Susanna were published in Der Sturm, as were
other works by them (see Figure 1). Plays by Frank Wedekind and August Strindberg also
appeared in Der Sturm, whose work lay the foundations for expressionist playwrights who
would be especially popular in the Weimar Republic. Two major contributors to expressionist
theatre in interwar and post-war Germany were Georg Kaiser and Ernst Toller.!!3 J. L. Styan
offers six key characteristics of expressionist theatre: 1) ‘dreamlike and nightmarish’
atmospheres; 2) unrealistic settings; 3) disjointed and episodic plots; 4) characters with no
individuality; 5) rhapsodic language; and 6) unrealistic acting.!!* These plays were often

protests against Wilhelmine authority and/or industrialisation, a Nietzschean glorification of

dhnlicher ,,Verzerrung* der ,,Naturlinie*) Konturen von einer unserem Empfinden niher kommenden
Ausdrucksintensitét’. Ibid., 105.

1911 Der Gelbe Klang, Kandinsky tries to move towards a complete form of abstract theatre, a total work of art,
applying ideas from him Uber das Geistige in der Kunst. For more, see R. J. Cardullo, ‘Wassily Kandinsky’s
The Yellow Sound as a Total Work of Art: Reception and Interpretation’, Journal of Modern Literature 41/4
(2018): 1-17. For the full play, see Wassily Kandinsky, ‘The Yellow Sound’, in Miesel, Voices of German
Expressionism, 137-145.

1 Dey Sturm was broad in its aims and, in that sense, foreshadowed aspects of the Bauhaus. ‘The art school—
Sturm—teaches stage design, drama and public speaking, painting, poetry and music. Unity of art requires
knowledge of all the arts as 