
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPROVED: 
 
Pamela Mia Paul, Major Professor 
David Schwarz, Minor Professor 
Stephen Harlos, Committee Member 
Jesse Eschbach, Chair of the Division of Keyboard 

Studies 
Graham Phipps, Director of Graduate Studies in 

the College of Music 
James Scott, Dean of the College of Music 
Sandra L. Terrell, Dean of the Robert B. Toulouse 

School of Graduate Studies 

MOTIVIC DEVELOPMENT IN THE PIANO MUSIC OF KARL WEIGL (1881-1949) 

Justin Gray, B.M., M.M. 

Dissertation Prepared for the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF MUSICAL ARTS 

UNIVERSITY OF NORTH TEXAS 
 

December 2007 



Gray, Justin.  Motivic development in the piano music of Karl Weigl (1881-1949).  

Doctor of Musical Arts (Performance), December 2007, 19 pp., references, 30 illustrations, 

references, 11 titles. 

In discussing the music of Karl Weigl (1881-1949), it is essential to estimate the state of 

research regarding the composer and his professional life.  Although a copious account and 

collection of Weigl’s papers exists at Yale University, much contribution in the form of editions, 

recordings, and scholarly texts is needed.  Schooled by Adler, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, 

Weigl graduated from the Musikacademie of Vienna in 1899 with high honors, with later 

employment in the Vienna Opera as a vocal coach (where he worked with such figures as Bruno 

Walter, Friedrich Weidemann, and Lotte Lehmann.).  A theory and composition appointment to 

the New Vienna Conservatory after 1918 dramatically opened Weigl’s professional horizons.  

With the rise of anti-semitism in Nazi Germany, Weigl and his family escaped to New York in 

autumn 1938. Eventually, Weigl obtained positions in the Hartt School of Music, Brooklyn 

College, Boston Conservatory, and finally, the Philadelphia Academy of Music in 1948.   

Although Weigl’s music has been commented upon by Stephen Davison, Wendell Davis, 

and Michael Kater, much literature in the form of published analysis, commentary, and 

biography has yet to come forward.   This paper principally covers Weigl’s Night Fantasies, Op. 

13 as well as the 28 Variations for Piano, Op. 15 and the expressionist conventions they contain.  
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During the twentieth-century in Europe, new musical trends evolved out of 

post-Wagnerianism.  One of these movements, known as Expressionism, found its 

deepest exploration in the music of Schoenberg and his students, Alban Berg and 

Anton Webern.  The Harvard Dictionary of Music’s defines Expressionism as: “A  

movement in German visual art and literature of the early twentieth century.  The 

term is sometimes applied to Germanic music of the period, especially that of 

Schoenberg and his school…  His [Schoenberg’s] tonal works of the early 1900’s 

reveal an analogous tendency to produce extreme expressive effects through 

distortion of traditional harmonic structures, emphasis upon non-triadic tones, and 

avoidance of unambiguous tonal regions.”1  Until the full flowering of Schoenberg’s 

“method of composing with twelve tones which are related only with one another”2 in 

1923, music remained in a threshold state on the verge of serialism.  This emphasis on 

non-triadic tones is replete in the music of Alban Berg as well as Webern, and is 

critical to understanding the mind of the Expressionist composers in pre-WWII 

Vienna. 3  The piano music of Karl Weigl, prominent in Vienna’s cultural life from 

1910-1938, directly fits into this compositional niche.  It is, therefore, the goal of this 

paper to examine the motivic and gestural manipulation in Weigl’s works for piano. 

  Although a copious account and collection of Weigl’s papers exists at Yale 

University,4 a greater contribution in the form of editions, recordings, and scholarly 

                                                 
1 The Harvard Dictionary of Music.  Edited by Don Michael Randel.  The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press: Cambridge, Massachusetts.   Page 295.  
2 Grout, Donald J. A History of Western Music.   Third Edition.  Norton and Company Publishing: New 
York, New York.  Page 728. 
3 Adorno, Theodore W. Alban Berg: Master of the Smallest Link.  Cambridge University Press: Cambridge 
University, Cambridge.  Page 37. 
4 www.library.yale.edu 
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texts are needed.  Details of Weigl’s life, however, have been carefully recorded5 as 

have those of his predecessors, such as Mahler, and mentors, such as Schoenberg.  

Educated by Adler, Schoenberg, and Zemlinsky, Weigl graduated from the 

Musikacademie of Vienna in 1899 with high honors, with later employment in the 

Vienna Opera as a vocal coach (where he worked with such figures as Bruno Walter, 

Friedrich Weidemann, and Lotte Lehmann.)  Mahler’s influence on Weigl was 

especially profound, and Weigl was later to write: “Even today, I consider the years I 

worked under Mahler as the most instructive period of my life.” This influence 

undoubtedly inspired Weigl’s prolific composition of nearly 100 songs and choruses 

between 1904-1914.  A theory and composition appointment to the New Vienna 

Conservatory after 1918 dramatically opened Weigl’s professional horizons, and his 

personal life took a new turn with his marriage to Vally Pick in 1921.  Despite being 

influenced by Schoenberg, Weigl had a strong distaste for the post 1923 12-tone 

method, and as Stephen Davison records: “He would scoff at the contrapuntal 

intricacies of the atonal school saying, it is easy to write a canon in retrograde 

inversion if it does not matter how it sounds.”  Although commenting to his daughter 

that Schoenberg was a genius, of some atonal music of that day he would say, “it is 

really commonplace except for the wrong notes in it”6.   

 With Hitler’s rise to power in 1933, Weigl’s professional accomplishments in 

Vienna came to a tragic end.  With the rise of anti-semitism in Germany, Weigl and 

                                                 
5 Davison, Stephen.  The Music of Karl Weigl (1881-1949): A Catalogue.  Weigl Foundation: 1987.  This 
source contains a full biographical history of Weigl. 
6 Davison, Stephen.  The Music of Karl Weigl (1881-1949): A Catalogue.  Weigl Foundation: 1987.  Page 
6. 
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his family, who were Jewish, escaped to New York in autumn of 1938 (although his 

sister-in-law was arrested and killed in a concentration camp). Karl arrived in the 

United States with only a few belongings and recommendation letters (from Arnold 

Schoenberg, Bruno Walter, and Richard Strauss).  Employment was difficult, but 

eventually, Weigl obtained positions in the Hartt School of Music, Brooklyn College, 

Boston Conservatory, and finally, the Philadelphia Academy of Music in 1948.  At 

his death in 1949, Weigl was woefully unfamiliar with the music of Bartok or 

Prokofieff, instead preferring to remain in the seclusion of family, private teaching, 

and composing.  In 1949, he died at age 68 of bone marrow cancer. 

Although Weigl’s music has been commented upon by Stephen Davison, 

Wendell Davis, and Michael Kater7, significant amounts of literature in the form of 

published analysis, commentary, and biography has yet to be produced.  One can, 

however, compare Weigl’s music with the Viennese contemporaries of his time, 

namely Schoenberg and Alban Berg, in order to discuss and analyze the composer’s 

music appropriately in its proper historic context. This is especially true with Weigl’s 

Night Fantasies, Op. 13 as well as the 28 Variations for Piano, Op. 15 and the 

expressionist conventions they contain.   

        There are two characteristics which mark the musical style of Karl Weigl: the 

manipulation of gestures, and the combination of chromaticism with tonality.  It is 

these two aspects, therefore, that will be rigorously investigated in Weigl’s Night 

Fantansies, Op. 13. Due to complex chromatic gestures of Weigl’s music, all analysis 

                                                 
7 Most significant is Kater’s contribution of The Twisted Muse, a book which is the product of much recent 
interest in Holocast Music of WWII. 
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will be done using a post-tonal method rather than a harmonic one.  Although Weigl’s 

music is not 12-tone in essence, I feel that a post-tonal approach is the most effective 

tool in examining the intricacies of the score.      

 In the Night Fantasies Op. 13, the five movements are obviously connected by 

a three-note headmotive which can be investigated through contour analysis.  This 

headmotive is used at its original form in the first movement, only to be rearranged 

and contracted in the next four movements.  The first line of the first movement 

initially sets several audible patterns: the ascending/descending triad in the bass, 

semitonal three-note gestures in the middle voice, and finally the <6 3 T> tri-chord 

melody in measure 3: 

 

 

 

This melody is ornamented at measure five and then thoughout the first section.  The 

Largamente, at measure 47, brings a clear section of tonality, which provides a 

contrast with the neighboring chromatic sections of measures 52-59 and measures 66-

92: 
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Weigl is clear about his use of tonality, even providing pedal points where needed 

(see the E-flat in the bass at measure 1).  Although the second movement is a strict 

canon built on minor seconds, the tri-chord is still visible in measures 4-5: 

 

 

But how is this chord arranged?  Undoubtedly,  the <1 9 8> motive is reordered into 

<8 9 1>, thus, forming a rotation around <9>.  The same technique is used in the third 

movement, where the <1 5 0> is a simple reordering of the pitch classes from <5 1 

0>, as well as the fourth movement, where the pitch classes are rearranged from <6 2 

7> to a retrograded <7 2 6> (with a rotation motion around <2>).  Weigl continues 

this pattern in the fourth movement, where the opening left-hand <9 8 5> is a 

reordering of <8 5 9>.  A chart of opening headmotives, by contour, would be: 
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Movement How Pitch Classes 
Should Appear 

How Pitch Classes Are 
Altered  

First <6 3 T> (original form) 

Second <1 9 8> Retrograded to <8 9 1> 

Third <5 1 0> Rearranged to <1 5 0> 

Fourth <6 2 7> Retrograded to <7 2 6> 

Fifth <8 5 9> Rearranged to <9 8 5> 

 

.   One further technique of examining Weigl’s three-note headmotive is through 

an application of set class theory: 
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Thus, the headmotive is initially used in the first movement as a member of set class 

(037).  The Largamente, at measure 47, collapses the {36T} (037) into an {036} 

(036) set class which saturates the texture: 

                                     

The second movement, in addition to the strict canon built on minor-seconds, presents 

a clear {904} (037) in measure 3, as well as an {891} (015) set class in measures 3-4:   

 

 

 

 

A chart of opening headmotives, by set class, would be: 
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Movement: Headmotive: 

First <6 3 T> {36T} (037) 

Second <9 0 4>  {904} (037) 

Third <5 1 0>  {015} (015) 

Fourth <6 2 7>  {267} (015) 

Fifth <8 5 9>  {589} (014) 

♦ Coda: {37T} (037) 
 

As demonstrated, Weigl clearly demonstrates a saturation of set class (037) in the first 

and second movements.  The normal orders {36T} and {904} also map onto each 

other at T-6:8                                             

 
 

The second movement, with its early use of the {891} (015), is now flushed out with 

the third movement’s use of the same set class: 

 

                                                 
8 Lewin, David.  Some Ideas About Voice-Leading Between PC-Sets.  Journal of Music Theory XVII/1 
(Spring 1998).  Pages 15-72. 
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A musical foreshadowing of (015) is even heard in the first movement, where an 

embellishment of the initial (037) in measure five yields the tri-chord <623> {236} 

(014):  

 

 

 

Thus, Weigl’s inclusion of  pitch class <2> not only embellishes the melody, but also, 

when analyzed in its context, points the way forward to the connection of the five 

movements by set expansions and contractions of class (015).  Another (014) set, this 

time at normal order {890} is heard in the bass line at measure 12 (I): 
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Another version of a collapsed (015) is seen in measure 13 of movement I with the 

use of {023} (013): 

 

 

 

{389} (016) is used in measure 11: 
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 As shown in the clock face, a clean axis runs through pitch class <8> and <9> of the 

normal order, thus reflecting the general semitonal atmosphere, and a setting of the 

stage for the semitonal canon on movement II.     

 Thus, the direct use of the tri-chord {015} (015) in measure 1 of movement III 

is of no great surprise.  Tri-chords (013), (014), (015), and (016) have been used thus 

far, although only in passing.  One additional feature of the third movement is its 

downward motion of {056} (016) and {812} (016) in measures 17-19: 

 

 

 

This sequential motion sets the musical stage for the Largamente in measure 25, with 

its use of <58T> (025) in measure 26: 
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Weigl therefore leads into the {58T} (025) climax through the use of (016), which 

share a relationship at T-2-I.  The smoothness of the texture continues, with (025) of 

measure 26 continuing into the recapitulation at {358} (025) in measure 33: 

. 

 

 

 As established so far, Weigl’s opening {36T} (037) finds its ultimate 

resolution in set class (015), a fact now fully solidified in the opening {267} (015) in 

measure one of the fourth movement: 
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One example of this movement’s chromaticism is its use of {478} (014) in measure 2: 

 

 

 

A balance, therefore, is maintained between the expansion and contraction of set-class 

(015).  Unlike the previous movements, (015) undergoes constant repetition, such as 

in measure 13 at T-3, or {59T} (015): 

 

 

The texture slips through a lyrical {E12} (013) in measures 15-16, only to land on a 

clear {489} (013) on measure 18, which is related to the original (015) in measure 1 

at T-3: 
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Statements of (015) continue in measure 21, 26, and 27 in identical fashion.  Measure 

36 brings a musical climax as an {238} (016) tri-chord: 

 

 

 

 

In measure 41, the piece concludes with a downward motion of {267} (015), thus 

creating a restatement of the central tri-chord around which the movement revolves: 
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The last movement is lyrical and tonal in nature, but contains identifiable connections 

to the (015) set class through a use of its contracted set, (014).  The movement begins 

with a {589} (014) motive in measure 1: 

 

 

 

{589} (014) is then repeated in measure 15: 

 

 

 

Measure 21 features an expansion of (014) to the symmetrical set, {E16} (027): 
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This symmetrical set-class is the focus of the movement’s musical climax of {46E} 

(027) in measure 29: 

 

 

 

The movement begins its coda at measure 38 with a fitting {37T} (037), a set-class 

which brings the section to a close: 
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In conclusion, Weigl creates an overall unity though his use of set-class (037).  

This is offset by a contraction to (015) in the other movements and (014) in the final 

movement.  It is, therefore, the investigation into Weigl’s use of tri-chords which 

generates the strongest link in his Night Fantasies, and serves as the best method to 

coherently analyzing the complex chromatic language within the musical texture.     
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