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Max Reger was a prolific composer on the threshold of modernism.  The style of his 

extensive musical output was polarizing among his contemporaries.  A criticism of Reger's 

music is its complex and dense musical structure.  Despite writing tonal music, Reger often 

pushes the boundaries of tonality so far that all sense of formal organization is seemingly 

imperceptible.  In this dissertation, I offer what I observed to be a new way of discerning Reger's 

motivic relationships and formal structures within and between movements.  There are three 

primary tools and methods I incorporated to make these observations: Schoenberg's developing 

variation; melodic contour analysis as discussed by Elizabeth West-Marvin and Diana Deutsch; 

and Janet Schmalfeldt's motivic cyclicism stemming from internal themes.  In this dissertation I 

examine five different musical works by Reger:  D minor Piano Quartet, Clarinet Quintet, Piano 

Concerto, String Quartet, op. 121 and E minor Piano Trio, op. 102.   My analysis shows how 

Reger relies on melodic contours of his motives to connect musical moments across entire 

movements and entire works with multiple movements.  These motives are developed and often 

mark structurally significant moments providing the organization often perceived as missing in 

Reger's music. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Max Reger was a prolific composer on the threshold of modernism.   The style of his 

extensive musical output was polarizing among his contemporaries.  In his Harmonielehre 

(1906), Schenker directs his frustration with Reger and his music specifically at Reger’s Piano 

Quintet (1901-1902), claiming it has no discernible tonality, “no plan in the keys…everything is 

a single large irrational continuous mass.”1  His comments are directed specifically at the 

opening of the Piano Quintet’s first movement, which Reger labels in C minor; however, the 

listener and analyst may question C minor as the actual key.  This feature of a tonally ambiguous 

beginning appears in other works as well, such as the first movements of Reger’s E minor piano 

trio and D minor piano quartet.   

Schoenberg, on the other hand, holds Reger in high esteem.  In his essay “Criteria for the 

Evaluation of Music,” (1946) Schoenberg describes qualities of a good musical composition.  He 

divides music into two groups – the popular preference of writing music that repeats and is more 

comprehensible, related to composers like Wagner, as opposed to music that is less obvious, and 

uses what Schoenberg calls “developing variation,” associated with Johannes Brahms.2  He then 

draws a lineage from Brahms through Reger to himself: 

Why there is a lesser merit in [Wagner’s] procedure than in variation is obvious, because 
variation requires a new and special effort.  But the damage of this inferior method of 
construction to the art of composing was considerable.  With very few exceptions, all 
followers and even opponents of Wagner became addicts of this more primitive 
technique:  Bruckner, Hugo Wolf, Richard Strauss, and even Debussy and Puccini.  A 

                                                 
1 Heinrich Schenker, Harmonielehre  (Vienna:  Universal Edition, 1978), 220-222. (Translation, mine). 
2 Arnold Schoenberg, Style and Idea:  Selected Writings of Arnold Schoenberg, ed. Leonard stein, trans. Leo Black 
(New York:  St Martins Press, 1975), 129. 
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new technique had to be created, and in this development Max Reger, Gustav Mahler and 
even myself played a role.3 
 

The “new technique” is developing variation.  Schoenberg defines developing variation as  

...[the] variation of the features of a basic unit [which] produces all the thematic 
formulations which provide for fluency, contrasts, variety, logic and unity, on the one 
hand, and character, mood, expression, and every needed differentiation, on the other 
hand – thus elaborating the idea of the piece.4  

 
It is from the perspective of developing variation that I wish to evaluate and analyze Reger’s 

music.  My thesis is Reger’s use of developing variation is similar to Brahms’, particularly 

regarding its generative function for constructing form.  His motivic ideas also affect the music’s 

character and provide logic and unity to the work.   

Brahms’ motivic tenacity in his use of developing variation allows for fairly easy 

perception in some of his works, as for example in the first movement of his third symphony.  

Reger’s use of developing variation is more difficult to discern than Brahms’, but it is just as 

formally significant and enlightening.  This formal significance however requires critical 

discussion since it is the result of a dialectic synthesis, as Walter Frisch points out: 

His music uses older forms, drawing on composers of the past.  At the same time, it 
manifests a language that is radical, and is technically and expressively very much part of 
the early twentieth century.  Therein lies the fascination of Reger’s music and historical 
position, and the value of bringing them back into the consciousness of today’s 
musicologists and theorists, as well as – and this is a great challenge – the general 
musical public.5 
 

This statement, as general as it is in this context, provides an important point of departure for my 

own perspective on Reger’s music:  the synthesis of traditional formal models with advanced 

harmonic techniques based on continuous and consistent development of motivic processes.  

                                                 
3 Schoenberg, 129-130. 
4 Schoenberg, 397. 
5 Walter Frisch, “The Music of Max Reger,” The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter 2004):  630. (Emphasis mine) 
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In order to better conceptualize this motivic and formal interaction in the course of my 

analysis, I will further elaborate on Janet Schmalfeldt’s concept of “motivic cyclicism.”6 

Schmalfeldt’s analysis focuses on early nineteenth-century instrumental works and their 

inclination to show cyclic and ‘processual’ formal techniques whose origins are found in internal 

moments; this inclination draws new attention to secondary, as opposed to primary, themes.7   

In such pieces, the music itself would indeed seem to ‘turn inward’:  an interior moment, 
or movement, becomes the focal point of the complete work – the center of gravity 
towards which what comes before seems to pull, and from which all that follows seems to 
radiate.8   
 

This “turning inward” and outward flowing energy is the result of motivic cyclicism that 

originates from a motive in a secondary theme.  Schmalfeldt’s concept of form as process is “the 

special case whereby the formal function initially suggested by a musical idea, phrase, or section 

invites retrospective reinterpretation within the larger formal context.”9  Reger’s musical ideas, 

or motives, also invite retrospective reinterpretation, more out of necessity than as a clear 

indicator or generator of formal sections.  The observed process of motivic variation and 

development in Reger’s works mark many of his large-scale formal structures.  But these 

observations and interpretations are sometimes indeed retrospective, for it is only after observing 

the entire work that the listener can discern significant motives and the large-scale forms of the 

movements.   

                                                 
6 Motivic cyclicism is when a composer takes a motive from one movement of a multi-movement work and brings it 
back in some way in other movements.  An example is the opening motive in Beethoven’s fifth symphony that 
comes back (slightly altered) in each of the subsequent movements.  
7 Janet Schmalfeldt, In the Process of Becoming.  (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2011), 136. 
8 Schmalfeldt, 136. 
9 Schmalfeldt, 9. 
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This dissertation provides new clarity in Reger’s music by combining the methodology 

and observations of Schoenberg, Frisch and Schmalfeldt, and show how this clarity provides 

insight into Reger’s formal and harmonic organization. The purpose of my dissertation is to 

show a consistent trend in Reger’s music by focusing on his treatment of motives, mainly 

secondary theme motives, how he develops them, and how they help to generate and inform the 

large-scale structure. I analyze Reger’s music and demonstrate his use of motivic cyclicism and 

developing variation stemming from motives found largely in the secondary or internal themes. 

In this dissertation I focus on Reger’s Piano Quartet in D minor, String Quartet in F-sharp minor, 

Clarinet Quintet, Piano Concerto and E minor Piano Trio.  These pieces are chosen for their 

treatment of motive through developing variation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

RECEPTION AND CRITICISM:  REGER AND HIS MUSIC 

Reger was very opinionated and outspoken about music during his life.  His opinions are 

documented via articles and letters that he wrote to specific people and in response to other 

public articles written during his lifetime.  Despite Reger’s outspoken persona, he never really 

wrote about his own music, leaving listeners and analysts alike to figure out for themselves what 

Reger’s style or goal was for a given work.  Nonetheless, the aforementioned articles and letters 

offer insights into his ideas about music in general, and so one of the primary ways I will explore 

Reger’s reception and criticism is to look at how he engaged with contemporary musicians, 

composers and authors in his writings.  This will provide context into understanding how Reger 

viewed music at the time, as well as possibly providing insight into how he approached his own 

compositions.  It will also provide a look at how some of Reger’s contemporaries viewed 

Reger’s music.  Reger’s opinions on general music topics contemporary with his compositions 

also provide a look at his views of music and other composers.   

As this dissertation aims to look at Reger’s rather unique combination of progressive 

harmonic language with the elaboration of developing variation in the context of traditional 

forms, it is important to summarize what Reger’s contemporaries had to say about his music, as 

well as what Reger himself had to say about the state of musical composition during his life.  A 

frequent topic of conversation mainly in the first decade of the 20th century was the growth of 

musical careers, such as the profession of conductor as its own field, not as the conductor and 

composer.  Another common topic of discussion was “new music,” and whether its progress, was 

having a positive or negative impact on the public and the lives of composers and performers.  
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Reger took what many critics and writers said personally and often had very sharp, witty, and 

lengthy responses to his and others’ critics.   

Reger fondly claimed heir to the Brahmsian tradition still in the early 1890s; however, by 

the mid-1890s he began to distance himself from Brahms, stating his success at keeping the 

influence of Brahms’ music at bay.10  Reger took an interest in and appreciation for Richard 

Strauss and Hugo Wolf’s music in the late 1890s and early 1900s.  Reger went so far as to 

publicly support Wolf’s music even after Wolf’s death in 1903; this support included editing and 

arranging some of Wolf’s previously unpublished works.11  Reger aligned himself with Richard 

Strauss, amongst other composers.   

In an essay he wrote in 1907, Reger compares the struggles of contemporary composers 

to find success in the public eye to the early struggles of Wagner and Brahms.12  This struggle to 

find public success is not specific to any one-time period or composer.  On the first anniversary 

of Hugo Wolf’s death, Reger wrote an essay about Wolf’s legacy.  Reger sets Wolf up in this 

essay as “an artist marginalized and underappreciated during his lifetime who finds a more 

positive, if superficial, reception only after his death.”13  This portrayal by Reger of Wolf “draws 

attention to the incompetence of the critics, the capricious way in which the views of the public 

are formed, and the lot of the suffering, ‘serious’ composer.”14  This essay allowed Reger to 

express his admiration of Wolf, as well as provide a public example of another composer who 

was not appreciated in his time, similar to Reger’s own frustrating position.   

                                                 
10 Antonius Bittmann, Max Reger and Historicist Modernism  (Baden-Baden:  Verlag Valentin Kerner, 2004), 47. 
11 Bittmann, 49. 
12 Christopher Anderson, ed. and trans. Selected Writings of Max Reger  (New York:  Routledge, 2006), 43. 
13 Anderson, 56. 
14 Ibid. 
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For some time it was considered folly to sing Hugo Wolf, and with very few exceptions, 
our singers could not be convinced to include even one song of the diminished 6/4 chord 
fad-monger in their repertory.  Even serious musicians cast pitiful smiles at those who did 
not speak the name of Hugo Wolf with a satirical tone.15 
 

Reger again blames the critics for the uncomplimentary opinions of composers.16  “Let us not be 

surprised!  There are still people today who leave the concert hall with bittersweet facial 

expressions when a work of Brahms is played.”17  Reger goes on to claim  

These days it is fashionable to rave about Hugo Wolf.  Whether this is accompanied by 
understanding or knowledge does not matter; no one asks about that.  The point is that the 
raving takes place and that thereby one bestows upon oneself a distinguished air.  A great 
number of years and much effort is required, however, before Hugo Wolf becomes to the 
German people what Schubert and Schumann are.18 
 

Here Reger again presents a composer who is currently praised but was previously not praised by 

critics and public during the composer’s life.   

Another example of this struggle is conveyed in an essay, also written in 1907, in a story 

Strauss shared as told to him by Alexander Ritter (1833-1896) about the frustration of audience 

reception for composers.  Ritter was a friend, fellow composer, violinist and compositional 

influence on Strauss.  The story Ritter conveyed to Strauss is around the middle of the nineteenth 

century, Franz Liszt conducted three concerts with his own symphonic poems in Dresden.19  The 

audience received the works very favorably upon the completion of the performance, but after a 

local paper wrote a negative review in response, the public’s excitement and appreciation for 

Liszt’s works grew silent.20  So even in light of a well-received performance, the public opinion 

                                                 
15 Anderson, 58. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Anderson, 59. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Alexander Ritter was a German composer and violinist who was also Richard Wagner’s nephew by marriage. 
20 Strauss, 14-15. 
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is easily swayed and public success is not guaranteed.  Strauss references the year of a full 

performance of Wagner’s ring cycle (1876) as a point of hope for composers – because there was 

success with Wagner’s music drama, there was hope for others to have success in their music 

and the performances of their music.  Unfortunately, according to Strauss, ‘this hope proved 

false.’21  The struggle for contemporary composers to find success in the public eye continued.  

This Strauss essay (1907), is also when the infamous public break between Hugo Riemann and 

Max Reger occurred.   

Reger began composition lessons with Riemann in 1890 at the age of seventeen.  

Riemann was considered to be a father figure to Reger, and believed that Reger would prove to 

be a composer of immense ability to promote Riemann’s ideas.22  Reger left the Riemann 

household in 1895 after an argument with Riemann’s wife, Elisabeth, and the public argument 

seen in the essays written in 1907 set out the final break between Reger and Riemann.23  Reger 

wrote two essays in 1907 concerning this idea of progressive music and addressing his response 

to the modern composer’s struggle and the fickle nature of the public opinion and audience 

reception of music at concerts.  One of these essays was a bitter reply sparked by Riemann’s 

essay on Degeneration and Regeneration in Music.24  Christopher Anderson claims that these 

essays are “pivotal in the history of [their] relationship, even though Riemann largely restricts his 

writings to impersonal observations and never mentions Reger.”25  In his essay “Degeneration 

                                                 
21 Strauss, 15. 
22 Alexander Rehding, Hugo Riemann and the Birth of Modern Musical Thought  (Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 10-11. 
23 Rehding, 11. 
24 This bitter reply is one of the 1907 essays. 
25 Anderson, 36. 
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and Regeneration in Music,” Riemann takes issue with how public the musical and concert life 

has become.  Music at home was “devout,” and music in the public is “profane.”26  Riemann 

takes particular issue with “the great conductors, [who sit] like Olympian gods on the throne of 

this excess ridden, modern concert life.”27 

The great figures of the baton are little persuaded to endanger the halo of their own fame 
by the failure of new music.  Therefore, the very greatest conductors, just as formerly the 
great virtuosi, remain with a tried and true repertory, whereas experiments with new 
music, although convention renders them not entirely avoidable, are better restricted.28 
 

Riemann partially blames the new profession of conductors for the ‘failure’ of new music.  He 

deems them too selfish and self absorbed with their own success – he also claims conductors 

would not risk their own success just to promote new music, especially when doing so had 

consistently produced negative feedback and public opinion.  This is a criticism of both the 

quality, or lack thereof, of new music, or ‘progressive’ music, as well as the perceived self-

absorbed mentality of the new profession of conductors.   

Riemann goes on to comment directly on the impact that the type of new music is having: 

The quality of the new music itself is relevant to the situation, as well…the most 
prominent characteristic of the new music with which the great conductors experiment is 
doubtless an excessively increased demand on the technical ability of orchestras and their 
leaders, an ability that the latter take great pains to display.  It appears that neither 
composer nor conductor has considered that the poor audience – despite the best 
intentions and its exposure ahead of time to critical discussions, program notes, and so on 
– is not able to find its way through this mass of sound or to unravel its complications 
during a performance that passes by so swiftly; the listener cannot crack, quickly and one 
after another, the auditory nuts that rain down massively upon him.  But after a few 
attempts of this sort, the conductor very wisely withdraws himself from the situation, if 
the press has not already succeeded in convincing the public that he is to be blamed for 
its not having grasped the magnitude and significance of the work.29 
 

                                                 
26 Anderson, 37. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Anderson, 38. 
29 Ibid. 
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Reger takes offense to this in his response to Riemann’s essay, thinking Riemann is referring to 

Reger’s music, and responds as such: 

Concerning the amassing of technical difficulties that we moderns espouse only in order 
to awaken the interest of the superficially minded public – by the way, certainly a strange 
opinion of the ‘integrity’ of our artistic convictions – I will allow myself as a non-music 
historian to remark modestly that Bach’s music, for example, because of its amassing 
technical difficulties, was considered so unplayable that one believed that Bach alone 
could perform his works…Were not precisely Beethoven’s very greatest works – the last 
sonatas and string quartets – considered unplayable for nearly a generation?  And 
Brahms!  I can still remember from my youth how one swore and grumbled about the 
difficult accompaniments in the Brahms Lieder.30 
 

Riemann calls it a ‘sin of the times’ that in order to be acknowledged in the musical world, 

composers incorporate difficult and technical notation and facets of performance, including what 

he calls ‘confused melodic lines and blurred harmonies.31  Reger wishes to clarify Riemann’s 

notion that complexity of sound is a sin.  Reger offers editions by Riemann himself of Bach, 

Mozart and Beethoven that Reger claims ‘…avoided natural simplicity and…through all sorts of 

exaggerations; difficult notation, etc.!’32  Clearly Reger takes issue with Riemann’s sentiments 

and considers Riemann to be personally attacking Reger himself, and his compositional style.  

Reger continues to offer examples of previous composers who were considered problematic in 

their time, and had become well respected and masters of their craft at the time of these essays.  

Riemann portrays Brahms as a musical savior in the midst of this battle between old and new 

music (traditional and progressive): 

Brahms began as an enthusiastic follower of the progressive efforts of the New Germans 
and gradually became a guardian of all traditions, nay, even an apologist for the 
appreciation of the worth of past artistic periods…With secret concern that has gradually 
built into open hate, the radical progressives have seen these endeavors sprout and grow 
strong.  Already now it is becoming evident that their instinct detected a dangerous 

                                                 
30 Anderson, 44. 
31 Anderson, 38.   
32 Anderson, 44. 
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enemy, because already the general public has begun to recognize that the rubble of past 
centuries has buried not only visual art of lofty beauty, but also that the music of the 
present in no way categorically surpasses or depreciates that of the past.33 
 
Reger responds to Riemann’s essay and his comment that composers complain too much.   

Herr Professor Dr. Riemann then writes further that composers too, complain that their 
‘novelties’ get a hearing all too seldom, despite the huge increase of concert ventures.  
This assertion of Professor Dr. Riemann likewise in no way corresponds to the facts.  In 
particular composers alive today have little reason – in comparison to ‘the good old days’ 
– to complain about lack of such opportunities.  It has not been that long ago that even 
the most significant composers were ‘old men’ before they were ‘concert worthy’!’34 
 

Reger has a response for each of Riemann’s issues with modern music.  Most of Reger’s 

responses refer to other composers as an example of the struggle of perception musicians go 

through on their way to public acceptance and musical success.  Riemann does speak against 

Reger specifically when he discusses Reger’s Ein Drängen op. 97.  Riemann takes issue with 

Reger’s use of enharmonic notation and its lack of functionality and consistency.   

Even a dilettante who has not learned anything would be protected by his musical 
instincts from writing such a heap of wrongly spelled notes…However, if Reger writes 
like this…one has to ask:  what does this mean?  Is the composer making a bad joke?  Is 
he trying to mystify, to hide artificially what he’s actually doing?  Or is he pretending to 
be a dilettante?  Or does that mean the renunciation of our way of thinking and reading 
music?35 
 

This is a feature of Reger’s music that will be explored later in this dissertation.  Reger’s 

inconsistent use of enharmonic pitches in a non-logical way is a pattern in his music.  A G-sharp 

may resolve down by half-step to a G.  An E-flat may move up by half step to an E.  These 

pitches may at times seem to function as leading tones or tendency tones, but in Reger’s music, 

they do not necessarily resolve as previously expected. 

                                                 
33 Anderson, 40. 
34 Anderson, 43. 
35 Rehding, 10-14. 
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In 1909 Reger wrote an essay about Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Songs without 

Words.  With a similar purpose to his Wolf essay, here Reger wishes to “disparage the misguided 

judgment of German critics, audiences, and would-be composers who dismiss Mendelssohn’s 

music as simplistic in light of Wagner and Liszt.”36  Despite the year of this essay being 1909, 

Reger originally intended his Mendelssohn essay as a response to his Wolf essay in 1904.37   

It is true that such a towering figure as Mendelssohn immediately found countless 
imitators who could not be satisfied to following the master’s footsteps without actually 
becoming a “second Mendelssohn” – thereby bringing about a serious leveling of the 
style and the ideas expressed by it.38 
 

Reger goes on to comment: 

Perhaps it will surprise some of my associates that I so readily turn my attention to 
Mendelssohn and that I very often play his Songs Without Words.  Perhaps I am regarded 
as a ‘retrogressive in disguise,’ or perhaps certain people rejoice that I now have finally 
renounced my chromatic madness and other ‘alarming’ things, free harmony, unbridled 
tonality – whatever one would like to call my unforgivable crimes against ‘noble,’ ‘true’ 
art; that is, against the kind of art loved by those who so thoroughly dislike having their 
peace disturbed when listening to music.39 
 
In addition to maintaining tradition and ties to other composers he admired, Reger was 

also concerned with creating his own tradition as to how he wanted his music to be performed.  

In a letter he wrote in 1906, Reger is concerned with his quality and quantity levels of composing 

while maintaining a rigorous schedule of performing. 

This concert activity would continue to expand, as all signs already indicate!  That things 
can’t possibly go on like this without me suffering serious harm as a composer is self-
evident…but I must create a tradition, so that people will know how I want to have the 
works played!  And this tradition is absolutely necessary!40 

                                                 
36 Anderson, 75-76. 
37 Anderson, 76. 
38 Anderson, 78. 
39 Anderson, 78-79. 
40 Susanne Popp and Susanne Shigihara, Max Reger at the Turning Point to Modernism:  an illustrated volume with 
documents from the collection of the Max Reger Institute  (Bonn:  Vouvier Verlag Herbert Grundmann, 1988), 123. 
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Reger’s insistence and desire of creating his own performance tradition for his music at times 

proved frustrating and difficult for the performer. 

The difficulties which present themselves are due to the marks of execution, which Reger 
packed onto the notation of his work on their way to the public.  Through an 
overabundance of dynamic and agogic marks he tried to clearly present his own 
conception…It was impossible for him to exactly determine the right words and signs 
which would give a third party the chance of penetrating into this mysterious world of 
sound.41 
 

Reger was arguably his own enemy of the success of his music, because of his tedious markings 

and requirements written in his music, and his insistence through performance of his own pieces 

so as to create his own musical tradition.42  Because of his penchant to perform other composer’s 

works in an unconventional manner, he feared performers doing the same with his music, so he 

composed with such particular intent or meaning, but this arguably limits the performer and the 

interpretation of his works.43  However, for analysts it could have been a great resource 

regarding the meaning or significance of Reger’s music.  Since Reger wasn’t keen on discussing 

his music, possibly the only insight from the composer on his own works would be his own 

performances of his music. 

During Reger’s life, he was met mostly with public rejection instead of acceptance when 

it came to his music.  His music reception began to meet with more success around 1905-1906, 

when, it is said, he was “the most performed German composer next to Richard Strauss.”44  The 

Fall after Reger’s death, an article called “An Erudite Composer” was written about Reger and 

                                                 
41 Popp, 125. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Popp, 155. 
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his music.  The author of the article, Paul Rosenfeld, called Reger a “promise unfulfilled.”45  

Rosenfeld goes on to describe the expectations Reger was born into, and how he had all the tools 

to be successful, but just failed.  Reger was a great imitator, but was apparently stuck and not 

able to move forward with his own innovative style.46  Other reactions to Reger’s musical style 

and compositions after his death varied from one extreme (great admiration) to another (intense 

dislike).  Ernst Bloch (1885-1977) was a German philosopher who argued for future utopia.  

Music, “as a means for the expression of ideal images of the subject (or self),” was important to 

Bloch’s thought of utopia.47  Bloch considered Reger’s music to be empty, strictly imitative in 

style (lacking originality), and considered Reger himself to be uncultured.  Schoenberg, in a 

letter to Zemlinsky, called Reger a genius and thinks his music should be performed often since 

he composed many pieces, and there was a lack of clear understanding of Reger’s compositional 

style of Reger’s music since his death.48  Reger’s contemporaries’ opinions ranged from 

considering him to be a genius to thinking him to be a “paralytic in an advanced stage.”49 His 

music was considered innovative, and he was viewed as wanting to  

…expand the concept of tonality up to its complete volitalization…his peculiar 
conglomerations of pitches often contain a quite unusual force of expression or present an 
ingenious, monstrous apotheosis of ugliness with a modulatory unfoundedness and 
excessiveness.50 
 

                                                 
45 Paul Rosenfeld, The New Republic. “An Erudite Composer.” November 11, 1916, 47. 
46 Rosenfeld, 48. 
47 Naomi Cumming and F. E. Sparshott.  “Bloch, Ernst.”  Grove Music Online.  Accessed 11:57 am 3/27/2017 
http://libproxy.library.unt.edu:2084/subscriber/article/grove/music/03288?q=ernst+bloch&search=quick&source=o
mo_gmo&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit.   
48 Popp, “The reception.” 155. 
49 Popp, 156.   
50 Ibid. 

http://libproxy.library.unt.edu:2084/subscriber/article/grove/music/03288?q=ernst+bloch&search=quick&source=omo_gmo&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit
http://libproxy.library.unt.edu:2084/subscriber/article/grove/music/03288?q=ernst+bloch&search=quick&source=omo_gmo&pos=1&_start=1#firsthit
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Regardless of how Reger’s music strikes the listener, it definitely pushes the boundaries of 

tonality without actually breaking them.  His music, especially sonata form movements, tend to 

constantly modulate and put the listener in a constant state of tonal instability because of a lack 

of cadence, or staying in a key longer than a few measures.   

Reger’s asymmetrical, often broken melodies, the musical prose of his ‘endless 
melodies’, which would so fascinate Schoenberg, were understood the least at that time.  
One bewailed ‘the imprecision and raggedness of the subject matter’, ‘the lack of tangible 
flexibility of the melodic line…However, the inconceivable also contained its attraction:  
Reger’s works ‘are there in their uncommon individuality, at the same time enticing and 
inaccessible, often daring to the extreme, always harmonically full of the finest and 
surprising turns, deep and rich…Figures such as Reger actually anticipate the public of a 
coming period; they direct themselves toward the listener of the future, who will find that 
which now sounds overly new and strange to be much more easily understandable.51 
 

This musical prose is something that Schoenberg associates with Brahms as well, and is explored 

more later.   

Reger is often labeled as a modernist.  By definition, a modernist is one who follows a 

deliberate philosophical and practical estrangement from the past in the arts and 

literature…creating form in any one of various innovative movements and styles.  In many ways, 

Reger’s music was very modern.  His use of harmony and short, motivic melodies are 

progressive, however, his hold on traditional musical forms and adherence to absolute music is 

more conservative.   

Reger’s recourse to Bach and Brahms and the forms of absolute music appeared to be 
extremely new to the contemporaries independent of a party, since all other composers 
followed in the paths of Wagner and Strauss.52   
 
Current scholarship reiterates the stylistic inconsistency of Reger.  Daniel Harrison sees 

him stuck in between two “masters of motivic organization.”   

                                                 
51 Ibid. 
52 Popp, 158. 
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When we consider that Reger’s admiration of the music of two great masters of motivic 
organization, Bach and Brahms, is the essence of the received musicological 
opinion…the debt to these two composers is thought by some to be so great that it 
crushed any stylistic expression of his own.53  
 

Antonius Bittmann, another recent Reger scholar, claims Reger wanted to “reconcile past and 

present” and not just maintain the older “musical languages.”54   

In the 1950s and 1960s, efforts to rehabilitate Reger and cleanse his images from the 
devastating effects of such Nazi-influenced rhetoric easily aligned themselves with the 
composer’s Brahmsian leanings.  Bringing Reger’s reception image full-circle, post-War 
commentators reinstated Reger as heir to (and epigone of) the older master.  To Theodor 
Anton Henseler, for example, Reger emerged as the only legitimate candidate to succeed 
the Viennese master.  Referring to the time period after Brahms’s death, Henseler hailed 
Reger as a new musical Messiah.55  
 
Leon Botstein highlights the struggle of Reger’s reception – he clung to the forms of old, 

while pushing forward in harmony, causing the confusion that has haunted his reception and his 

listeners for decades, some even today.   

Reger maintained an allegiance to a normative and overtly conservative ideal of musical 
logic and form, one identifiable by the educated public…[and that] despite its overtly 
conservative form, Reger’s music…contained elements of contradiction and novelty, 
creating a tension between neoclassical formalism and romantic expressiveness.56   
 

Reger adheres to traditional forms, but they are not easy to discern.  The analysis in this 

dissertation offers a methodology that will show Reger’s forms as more discernible than 

previously thought.   

                                                 
53 Daniel Harrison, “Max Reger’s Motivic Technique:  Harmonic Innovations at the Borders of Atonality,” Journal 
of Music Theory, vol. 35, no. ½ (Spring-Autumn, 1991), 61.  
54 Bittmann, 4. 
55 Bittmann, 15-16. 
56 Leon Botstein, “History and Max Reger,” The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  618.  
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Christopher Anderson frames the struggle of Reger’s legitimacy as a serious composer in 

the context of Reger’s knowledge of Bach and his “authority in matters of Bach interpretation.”57  

In Anderson’s opinion,  

There can be no question that the notion of Reger as a modern Bach fostered a certain 
legitimacy for his hard-won and always contested position as a serious 
composer…[however] how and in what modes Reger understood Bach – is complicated 
by the fact that, unlike Schoenberg and Wagner, Reger preferred to clarify his musical 
ideals not through theoretical essays, but rather almost solely through the medium of 
performance itself.58 
 

Reger preferred to perform his own music constantly so that the listener and audience would 

observe the correct way to play it instead of simply reading about it and risking an incorrect 

interpretation.  Reger’s attention to detail in his performances of Bach’s music demonstrate that  

[Reger] saw in Bach a kind of pristine contrapuntal clarity appropriate not only to the 
older master’s music, but also one for which he strove in his own works.  It is fair to say 
that the ideals of composition and performance achieve a union in Reger’s performance 
approach to Bach, and that on several significant levels Reger saw his own artistic image 
reflected back through the mirror of his forebear.  To discover the things that make Reger 
a significant performance force in his own time, then, is to…approach a way of hearing 
and comprehending Reger’s sometimes labyrinthine original music on its own terms.59 
 

For Anderson, Reger’s success as a composer is directly linked to his careful and detailed 

preparation and performances of Bach’s works.  

Reinhold Brinkmann takes a general look at Reger’s place in the twentieth century:   

Music historians now view Reger as a mediator between Brahms, on the one hand, and 
Schoenberg or Hindemith, on the other…Reger does not belong to Wagner’s and Liszt’s 
‘New German’ successors…Rather, Reger, as he himself made quite explicit, is a 
representative of ‘absolute music,’ in succession of Brahms.60 
 

                                                 
57 Christopher Anderson, “Reger in Bach’s Notes:  On Self-Image and Authority in Max Reger’s Bach Playing,” 
The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  749. 
58 Anderson, “Reger in Bach’s Notes,” 749-750. 
59 Anderson, “Reger in Bach’s Notes,” 765. 
60 Reinhold Brinkmann, trans. Antonius Bittmann, “A ‘Last Giant in Music’:  Thoughts on Max Reger in the 
Twentieth Century,” The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  638. 
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Brinkman’s more recent assessment of Reger still connects him to the lineage of Brahms in the 

same way that Schoenberg did earlier in the twentieth century. 

According to Antonius Bittmann, Reger pursued “…a deliberately confrontational course 

with his peers,” summarizing that “Reger’s declared goal was to become what in a 1908 letter he 

termed a “Selberaner” (a “Myself-ian”) – i.e. an artist faithful only to his own aesthetic 

principles.”61  Bittman’s article demonstrates that Brahms’ and Strauss’ perceived influence on 

Reger’s Violin Sonata op. 72 does not strictly dictate or negate Reger’s innovative compositional 

style.  Regardless of the intentionality of Reger’s “confrontational [compositional] course with 

his peers,” his unique style bridges traditional forms with progressive harmonic structures.   

Antonius Bittmann’s dissertation on Reger focuses primarily on his place in modernist 

history, and unlike Schoenberg and Brinkmann, Bittmann wants to separate Reger from the ties 

to Brahms, and other contemporaries.  Bittmann points to moments of modernism in Reger’s 

music as moments of breaking from the traditions of his predecessors and contemporaries who 

overshadowed him.62  Reger’s admiration and studious performance practice of Bach gave him 

an appreciation for creating and defining his own performance practice of his music.In his book 

Between Romanticism and Modernism, Carl Dahlhaus only briefly mentions Max Reger in the 

context of phrase structure and enriched harmony.  However, his comments and writings on 

musical ideas and Brahms are somewhat applicable to the music and compositional style of Max 

Reger.  Dahlhaus’s chapter on “Issues in Composition” addresses melodic invention and the 

musical idea.  He references Strauss’ Recollections and Reflections.  Dahlhaus thinks that the 

                                                 
61 Antonius Bittmann, “Brahms, Strauss, Sheep, and Apes:  Reger’s ‘Heroic’ Struggle with Tradition,” The Musical 
Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  708.   
62 Antonius Bittmann, “Negotiating Past and Present:  Max Reger and Fin-de-siècle Modernisms”  (Ph.D. diss., 
Eastman School of Music, University of Rochester, 2000.) 
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aesthetic issue that Strauss connects with in his writings is the perpetual question of inspiration 

or reflection, genius or technique, but this ‘genius’ should be placed in the proper historical 

context.  Strauss refers to a more limited dimension of thematic inspiration that is not typical of 

the compositional process throughout history, but more specific to the late nineteenth century.  

Composers after Beethoven faced difficulty for many reasons, one of which, for Dahlhaus, was 

their penchant for short musical ideas.  While many composers like Wagner, Liszt, Bruckner, 

and Brahms shared this difficulty, they each had different methods of how to solve the problem 

of these short musical ideas.63  Dahlhaus also discusses Schoenberg’s article “Brahms the 

Progressive,” and Brahms’ technique of developing variation.  He defends Brahms’ 

compositional style: 

Those who, in the heat of musico-aesthetic battle, decried Brahms’s ‘formal’ motivic 
development as ‘empty’ or ‘poverty-stricken’ in content were quite wrong, however.  It is 
precisely the consequences, the events to which it leads, that first give color and character 
to the modest little motive that opens…and, far from being overstretched in the process 
of development, it expands accordingly.64 
 

Dahlhaus praises Brahms for his treatment of the “little motive” and its “formal motivic 

development,” and I think, through Schoenberg’s claims of placing Reger in the lineage of 

developing variation, that the same could be said of Reger’s treatment of motive.   

Andrew Mead’s definition of motive within Reger’s music deserves particular attention: 

The notion of motive here may be a particular melodic fragment and its transformations, 
a particular voice-leading or cadential strategy, a selection of root-progressions, or the 
use of some more traditional tonal progression.65 
 

                                                 
63 Carl Dahlhaus, Between Romanticism and Modernism:  Four Studies in the Music of the Later Nineteenth 
Century, trans. Mary Whittall (London:  University of California Press, 1980), 40. 
64 Dahlhaus, 62. 
65 Mead, 685. 
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My analysis looks at melodic fragments and their repetitions, transformations and alterations 

within Reger’s music.  Motive, form and harmony play a large role in my analysis. 

Harrison claims Reger’s motivic organization “...is perhaps the most reliable compass, 

the best guide out of the incomprehension that seems to trap most listeners in his works.”66  

Mead and Harrison both consider Reger’s motivic structure as an agent of clarity in Reger’s 

music.  Mead is concerned with the interaction of voice-leading and motives used by Reger and, 

similar to Harrison, how Reger builds coherent structures through these interactions.67  It is this 

idea of motive as a reliable compass, an agent of organization and formal construction that is 

important to this dissertation.  Reger’s motivic structure and organization provide an aural and 

visual compass for the listener and analyst. 

Reger admired Brahms, and may appropriately be placed in the lineage of Brahms’s 

compositional style.  However, Reger eventually wanted to break himself from being considered 

in the Brahmsian tradition.  Reger’s formal structures, like Brahms’, are more extensive than 

those of the classical era.  Both are placed in the lineage of developing variation by Schoenberg.  

Brahms’ use of developing variation is more easily discerned by the listener, because he tends to 

maintain the basic melodic shape of the motive throughout its variations and development.  In 

Reger’s music, one of the factors frequently altered is the basic melodic contour, so the varied 

motivic iterations are not as (immediately) recognizable as in Brahms’ music.  Therefore while 

there is a compositional connection between Brahms – Reger – Schoenberg, Reger was in his 

own right, a ‘Selberaner,’ adding his own unique touch to music of the late nineteenth and early 
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twentieth centuries.    One primary way in which Reger demonstrated this unique touch is his 

motivic treatment and development that will be shown in later chapters of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONSIDERATIONS OF ANALYTICAL METHODS 

Since developing variation is of major importance for Reger’s strategy of creating larger 

formal units, we need to understand the impact of developing variation on composers of the time.  

With reference to Schoenberg, Walter Frisch provides a definition of developing variation that 

allows a critical assessment of its possibilities and limitations.   

Schoenberg means [by developing variation] the construction of a theme (usually 8 bars) 
by the continued modification of the intervallic and/or rhythmic components of an initial 
idea.  The intervals are “developed” by such recognized procedures as inversion and 
combination, the rhythms by such devices as augmentation and displacement.68 
 

Reger sometimes alters the motive, and sometimes he repeats the motive exactly; however, the 

context could be varied.  In order to discuss this context of motivic iterations in Reger’s music I 

discuss the melodic contours of the motives.  In order to discuss these observations in an 

objective and consistent way, I offer an overview of a theory of contour and a methodology for 

how to label contours that may have slight differences, but are still related.  In their article on 

musical contours, Elizabeth West Marvin and Paul Laprade discuss the significance of melodic 

contour in the process of listener recognition of the same and similar melodies.69  Despite the 

ability of listeners familiar with western tonal music to correctly put 

octave related pitches into equivalence classes…listeners are for the most part unable to 
recognize familiar melodies which have been distorted by octave displacement unless the 
melodic contour remains invariant.  So important is the role of contour in the retention 
and recognition of well-known melodies that even the size of the interval between 
successive pitches may be altered, and subjects will usually recognize the tune if the 
contour remains unaltered.70   

                                                 
68 Walter Frisch, Brahms and the Principles of Developing Variation  (Berkeley:  University of California Press, 
1984), 9. 
69 Paul A. Laprade and Elizabeth West Marvin,  “Relating Musical Contours:  Extensions of a theory for contour.”  
Journal of Music Theory,  Volume 31, no 2, August 1987. 
70 Marvin, 225. 
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This ability to aurally relate slightly different melodies or motives that have similar melodic 

contours is important to acknowledge in the context of this dissertation because often the motive 

is altered in some way, but the general melodic contour remains the same.71  In her chapter on 

pitch combination processing, Diana Deutsch also discusses a listener’s ability to discern similar 

melodies with similar contours.  According to Deutsch “melodies can be represented by their 

distinctive contours, even when their interval sizes are altered.”72  Each of Reger’s motives in the 

works analyzed for this dissertation have a ‘distinctive contour.’  The contours of the motives 

will be described with pluses and minuses according to the number of half steps between each 

consecutive pitch.  This will demonstrate the melodic contour as well as the intervallic content 

within each motive.  Both of these characteristics are primary features for comparison in Reger’s 

motivic developments and variations.     

Frisch claims developing variation can provide insight into themes, movements and entire 

works of Brahms.  I think the same can be said of Reger’s use of developing variation and its 

impact on his music – it provides a lens through which to view Reger’s basic thematic material 

as well as large scale form and function.  Frisch compares the compositional style of Liszt and 

Brahms and points out a few differences in the two composers:  (1)  Liszt typically incorporates 

lengthier themes while Brahms works with smaller, often very small, motives (2)  Liszt’s 

transformational themes do not establish an unending developmental procedure.73  Reger is 

definitely more like Brahms than Liszt in that he uses the briefest of motives.  Typically, in 

                                                 
71 Marvin, 226.  Contour space is defined by Robert Morris as “a type of musical space consisting of elements 
arranged from low to high disregarding the exact intervals between the elements.” 
72 Diana Deutsch, ed.  The Psychology of Music.  “The Processing of Pitch Combinations.” (Academic Press:  
London, 2013), 256. 
73 Frisch, Principles, 49. 
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Reger’s music the motives are initially attached to longer, lyrical themes and are derived from 

these themes by fragmentation.  Sometimes the basic motive that is developed and varied is 

derived and extended in its repetitions or reappearances.  It is Reger’s excessive use and 

repetition of the motive, however varied, that brings it to the aural forefront for the listener to 

perceive.  Then, once the motive is recognized, its aural footprint is recognizable in other 

moments of a work, allowing for thematic and formal references.   

Reger’s music is often tonally ambiguous.  It clearly ends in a given key, but there is a 

lack of cadences in that key throughout most of his movements, and a lack of tonal clarity 

throughout much of his music.  Frisch makes a similar observation in Brahms with regard to his 

motivic development: 

As is so often the case in Brahms, these harmonic procedures are closely bound up with 
motivic ones; indeed, tonal ambiguity here seems a result of the subtle motivic process.74 
 

Often in Reger’s sonata form movements, tonal clarity is reserved strictly for lyrical second 

themes, which themselves are often short and do not take up the musical or formal space that 

most second themes do.  These second themes are often followed by motives or features of the 

first thematic area where a closing section or theme is typically found, instead of the second 

theme filling the entire space between the first theme and the development section.  

Frisch shows how developing variation works to unify single movements and entire 

multi-movement pieces.75  I see this unifying feature of developing variation in Reger’s music as 

well.  Repetition, development and variation of motive in his music informs his formal structures 

in a single movement and sometimes over a multi-movement work as a whole.  Reger’s use of 

developing variation also employs a connection and conversation between the higher-level form 
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and the local thematic-motivic proceses.  Reger’s music is often more harmonically dense than 

Brahms’s, but it is the connection between the higher-level form and the motivic processes that 

brings clarity to his works.  Reger’s treatment of his motives often marks moments of change 

within the higher-level forms of his pieces.  It is through reflective study and analysis that the 

motives are recognized, related and shown to generate the large-scale formal structure such as 

will be shown in the five pieces offered in analytical chapters to follow.         

Carl Dahlhaus tried to explain how Reger’s developing variation functions: 

The variation of the harmony is not coloristic in intention, but corresponds functionally to 
the various changes in the situation and significance of the motto (establishing the basic 
key at the beginning; providing the bass line in a harmonically ambiguous antecedent 
clause; preparing the second subject by modulation); it can therefore be described as a 
“developing” variation – one, that is, which affects the formal progress, and not simply 
one which provides transient coloring.  On the other hand, the motivic shape of the motto 
is always recognizable, so that it can continue to fulfill the role of establishing 
connections over the wide span of a symphony.76  
 

The motivic shape of Reger’s musical mottos is not always easily recognizable.  Reger often uses 

an internal or secondary thematic moment in a work to highlight the motive that ends up unifying 

the entire movement, or multi-movement work.   

Janet Schmalfeldt’s concept of form as process is “the special case whereby the formal 

function initially suggested by a musical idea, phrase, or section invites retrospective 

reinterpretation within the larger formal context.”77  Reger’s musical ideas, or motives, also 

invite retrospective reinterpretation, more out of necessity as a clear indicator or generator of 

formal sections.  But this interpretation is indeed retrospective, for it is often only after observing 

the entire work that the listener can discern significant motives and the large-scale forms of the 

movements.   
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In her book, Schmalfeldt focuses on early nineteenth-century instrumental works and 

their inclination to show cyclic and processual formal techniques; this inclination draws new 

attention to secondary, as opposed to primary, themes.78  This “turning inward” to a basic motive 

and outward flowing energy that offers formal clarity is the result of motivic cyclicism that 

originates from a motive in a secondary theme.  Reger’s music also turns inward towards 

moments or motives from second themes.  So the motive derived from Reger’s inner theme 

flows outward in the form of variations, expansions and developments of that motive.  However, 

when Reger’s basic motive is initially recognized at an internal theme or moment, then the 

material that occurs prior to the initial recognition is “traced back to” something that occurs after 

it in the strict sense of experiencing the music aurally.  This is a part of reflective analysis.  In 

addition to the analyst’s need for multiple observations to consider everything after it is heard, 

the tendency for Reger’s basic motives to stem from internal moments or themes also calls for 

reflective analysis.  These motives, once identified, help generate the formal structure, both 

within a single movement and between movements in addition to providing clarity and 

understanding to Reger’s music.  Reger’s music lacks the tonal structure of his predecessors, so 

his motives provide the only sense of structure the listener may hold on to. 

In his essay “Brahms the progressive,” Schoenberg says “Form in Music serves to bring 

about comprehensibility through memorability.”79  Compositional features such as repetition, 

and a unifying relationship in harmony, logic and rhythm add to the overall organization that 

allows for intelligibility of the musical idea.80  The question of comprehensibility through 
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memorability is important for my dissertation.  It is often argued by contemporaries of Reger and 

current scholars that Reger’s music is not comprehensible.  I think two features of Reger’s 

music, both of which will be further explored in this dissertation, contribute to the 

comprehensibility of Reger’s music.  The first feature is his use and repetition of motives.  His 

use and development of motives often mark significant formal moments in his music.  The 

second feature is the harmonic treatment of his lyrical secondary themes, especially in his sonata 

form movements.  Not only are his secondary themes often longer than the primary themes, but 

they are often rare moments of tonal stability – even without a confirming cadence in a given 

key, Reger’s lyrical themes are brief moments of tonal peace compared to the rest of the 

movements (especially when it comes to movements in sonata form).  In his essay on Bach, 

Schoenberg says “Music of the homophonic-melodic style of composition, that is, music with a 

main theme, accompanied by and based on harmony, produces its material by, as I call it, 

developing variation.  This means that variation of the features of a basic unit produces all the 

thematic formulations...”.81  For Reger, the “idea” or “basic unit” in his music is the motive.  

Reger’s music is often complex and dense.  However, locating the motive(s) used in a piece and 

the variations of it bring clarity to Reger’s formal structure.   

Josef Rufer provides a definition of motive, or motif, from his lessons with Schoenberg 

between 1919 and 1922:  “a motif is the smallest musical form, consisting of at least one interval 

and one rhythm.” 82  Reger’s motives are typically 3-5 notes in length.  Rufer also addresses how 

themes are developed out of basic shapes (or motives): 

In a piece of music we differentiate between main and subsidiary ideas.  The main idea is 
the main theme developed out of the basic shape, or, where there are two or more main 
themes, the main thematic group.  Opposed to the main idea – which, as we have said, 
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contains all the preconditions and possibilities for the development of the piece – stands 
everything else derived from it; these are subsidiary ideas, either episodic, transitional or 
concluding.  Their characteristics and formal functions depend on the constitution of the 
main idea, to which they are related in a ‘connected antithesis’.  Connected, because they 
are derived from its basic shape; antithesis, because they introduce new shapes or 
characters which are contrasted with it.83 
 

This ‘connected antithesis’ brings to mind Brahms’s use of developing variation in different 

pieces.  A few examples are the first movement of his third symphony and the e-flat minor piano 

piece op 118 no. 6.  In the third symphony, the opening chords I (F major), common tone 

diminished seven, I, incorporate the F-A-flat-A motive that Brahms uses to mark his formal 

structures in the first movement.  (This motive has a larger role than just this movement, but for 

the sake of this discussion, I am just referring to the first movement role).  The expositional 

transition to the second theme uses this same motive, but this time the motive is spelled F-G#-A  

(F major, V7/A (or III), A).  When announcing the second theme, Brahms uses this motive again 

except he alters it to F-A-flat – A-flat.  The chord progression is F major, A-flat dominant 7, D-

flat, as Brahms modulates to the borrowed flat submediant in F major.  Brahms marks the 

beginning of the recapitulation with a double iteration of the opening motive – the first motivic 

iteration heralds back to the motive at the beginning of the second theme.   

In his essay on linear counterpoint, Schoenberg says: 

…whatever happens in a piece of music…what comes from the theme, springs from it 
and can be traced back to it; …the various characters and forms [arise] from the fact that 
variation is carried out in a number of different ways.84   
 

Reger’s tendency to highlight the motive he develops and varies in a given work in the context of 

a secondary or inner theme brings about an interesting twist to Schoenberg’s point here.  “What 

comes from the theme…can be traced back to it.”  This is true, but Reger’s tendency to begin 
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with an inner moment and then retroactively inform other parts of the work suggests 

retrospective analysis (especially in his sonata form movements).  

In Brahms’ E-flat minor piano intermezzo, the main theme that opens the piece is heard 

in the B section as a return to the opening.  Instead of harmonizing the theme in E-flat minor, it is 

harmonized in the context of D-flat major and then returns to E-flat minor.  So the motive is 

varied and developed harmonically, but in melodic contour, rhythm and actual pitch class 

content it is exactly the same.  Reger’s use of developing variation is similar to this.  He 

frequently marks formal shifts with motives, either in exact repetition or varied.  His d-minor 

piano quartet uses a motive of four notes (from the second theme of the first movement), which 

through repetition and alteration is developed into other themes throughout the whole work.  

More specific and in depth analyses of the d-minor piano quartet will be explored later in this 

dissertation.  Rufer suggests that the “variation of a motif can occur (a) in the interval (b) in the 

rhythm and (c) in both.”85  Variation can also occur in the harmonization of the motive, the order 

of notes, the placement, and the instrumentation.  For Reger, the purity of the melodic contour 

and intervallic content is essential to the motives initial recognition.  The moment of recognition 

varies between works, but it is typically the basic motive that is repeated, sometimes out of the 

context of any theme.  This helps the listener understand the formal structure of that particular 

work and possibly the structure of the larger scale of the work through reflection and retroactive 

consideration and analysis.   

Western music, with its origins in liturgical chant, can be said to be inherently melodic:  
the word ‘theme’ was in use in the seventeenth century, and ‘motif’ (later, ‘motive’) 
became a common term in art, literature, and music criticism two centuries ago.  In the 
nineteenth century the common English translation of the German word Motiv was 
‘figure,’ and the definition of this in 1906 (Parry, at a time when recognizable music 
theory might be said to have become clearly underway) was comprehensive and 
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prescient:  ‘It is in fact the shortest complete idea in music, and in subdividing works into 
their constituent portions, as separate movements, sections, periods, phrases, the units are 
the figures, and any subdivision below them will leave only expressionless single notes, 
as unmeaning as the separate letters of a word.’  This definition…indicates that ‘motive’ 
has been a critical element of the whole modern music-analytical enterprise.86 
 

Despite the significant role of motive in Reger’s music, its recognition, treatment, development 

and variation are not always as straight-forward as in other works, such as the opening of 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and its variations in the subsequent movements.  But even with 

motivic development that is more easily detected than that in Reger’s music, it does not mean 

that it all is detectable or perceivable by the audience upon first listen. 

Schoenberg addresses motivic treatment in his Fundamentals of Musical Composition.  

“A motive is used by repetition…[which] may be exact, modified or developed.”87  For 

Schoenberg there are exact repetitions and modified repetitions.  Schoenberg mentions several 

ways that a motive can be altered including transposition, inversion, diminution, retrograde, and 

augmentation.88  Multiple variations can be applied to the basic motive at the same time, but for 

Schoenberg it is important that a motive is not altered to the extent that the relation or connection 

to the basic motive is missed.89  In Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, the consistent features that 

trigger recognizability of the motive are the length of the motive (4 notes) and the rhythm (short 

short short long) 
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Schoenberg provides a description of motive and its treatment in music, or rather, how he 

thinks a motive should be treated in a good piece of music with a coherent musical form – many 

of his ideas are applicable to and found in Reger’s music. 

The motive generally appears in a characteristic and impressive manner at the beginning 
of a piece.  The features of a motive are intervals and rhythms, combined to produce a 
memorable shape or contour which usually implies an inherent harmony…And since it is 
included in every subsequent figure, it could be considered the ‘greatest common factor’.  
However, everything depends on its use…Everything depends on its treatment and 
development.  A motive appears constantly throughout a piece:  it is repeated.  Repetition 
alone often gives rise to monotony.  Monotony can only be overcome by variation.  
Variations means change.  But changing every feature produces something foreign, 
incoherent, illogical, It destroys the basic shape of the motive.  Accordingly, variation 
requires changing some of the less-important features and preserving some of the more-
important ones…For the rest, determining which features are more important depends on 
the compositional objective.  Through substantial changes, a variety of motive-forms, 
adapted to every formal function, can be produced.90  
 

In each development or variation of Reger’s motives, there is a characteristic of the basic motive 

that is found.  

Artistically, the connexion of motive-forms depends on factors which can only be 
discussed at a later stage.  However, the mechanics of combination can be described and 
demonstrated, while temporarily disregarding the stiffness of some of the resulting 
phrases.  Common content, rhythmic similarities and coherent harmony contribute to 
logic.  Common content is provided by using motive-forms derived from the same basic 
motive.  Rhythmic similarities act as unifying elements.  Coherent harmony reinforces 
relationship…91 
 

Reger’s motivic iterations and derivations of the basic motive in his music include exact 

repetition, transposed repetition, and altered or developed repetition.  When Reger’s basic motive 

occurs within a theme, especially a lyrical theme typically associated with secondary or inner 
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themes in Reger’s music, the harmony is usually maintained.92  An identifying feature of motivic 

variants in Reger’s music is the combination of similar rhythm and similar melodic contour.  

This combination is not always consistently recognizable for all of Reger’s motivic variations.  

In addition to clarifying the music’s confusing structure, Reger’s motives also often 

provide a musical blueprint of the basic structure by marking significant moments.  Reger’s 

music, as Theodore Adorno would put it, has a “dialectic quality.” 

This does not mean, as prejudice would have it, that less analysis is needed, but rather 
more, a second reflection.  It is not enough to establish analytically the constituent 
elements, nor even the most concrete primary cells, the so-called “inspired ideas.” Above 
all it is necessary to reconstruct what happens to those ideas, or to use Schoenberg’s 
phrase, to write the ‘history of a theme.’  The metaphor, if that is what we choose to call 
it, of modern Western music telling a kind of thematic story was epitomized in 
Schoenberg’s concept of “developing variation’.93 
 

So for Adorno, Schoenberg’s concept of developing variation provides insight into a piece of 

music as well as gives some music more meaning, through the telling of its motivic “story.” 

’Variation’ grounds musical meaning in a kind of living identity, since obviously 
something varied is by definition something also recognized; ‘development,’ on the other 
hand, implies the avoidance of literal repetition – such avoidance being an aspect of 
musical composition that Schoenberg equated clearly and continually in a lifetime of 
music-theoretical writing with “higher” musical value, all the more ripe for deeper 
musical meaning and, of course, ripe for the need of deeper understanding including 
‘reflection.’  Composers, Schoenberg insisted, should be ‘connecting ideas through 
developing variation, thus showing consequences derived from the basic idea and 
remaining within the boundaries of human thinking and its demands of logic.’94 
 

This idea of a need for reflection on a piece of music in addition to or as a part of musical 

analysis to properly understand the work is important to understanding Reger’s music.  For 
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Schoenberg, the distinction between basic variation and developing variation is important 

because that is where his issues lie with composers such as Wagner versus composers such as 

Brahms and Reger.  For Schoenberg, Wagner’s music was too easy to understand, too simplistic 

in part due to the lack of development of musical material.  Ironically, it is Reger’s intense and 

complicated use and development of motivic material that has frustrated his audiences both past 

and present.  However, through reflection and analysis Reger’s music is better understood. 

  



34 
 

CHAPTER 4 

FORM IN LATE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES 

Prior to my analysis of Reger’s music, I shall offer an overview of scholarship on 

traditional forms in addition to specific examples of form in the music of Reger’s predecessors 

(composers who used and already pushed the boundaries of these forms).  Hugo Riemann, 

analyzed Beethoven piano sonatas.  In Riemann’s Beethoven analyses, he placed importance on 

a correct comprehension of musical form.95 

It will be of great use to realize that the work of the ever-ripening Master is characterized 
not by the destruction of Form but, on the contrary, by an always firmer designation of 
the actual underpinning, (Gerüst), upon which the subsidiary material (Beiwerk) is 
placed.96 
 

Even though Beethoven pushed the expected (accepted) formal boundaries in his day, (as did 

Reger) his successors, such as Riemann, considered him as a strengthener of the underlying 

form.     

The 8-bar phrase provides musical symmetry which the audience was familiar with at the 

time – this symmetry created a clear and understandable listening environment.  The music of the 

latter nineteenth-century was more “irregular and unsymmetrical *in its* construction” towards a 

style considered musical prose.97  This is a compositional style that distinguishes the early from 

the late nineteenth century, and continues into the twentieth century.   

Motivic minimalization, which dissolves the traditional scheme of the eight-bar phrase in 
favour of asymmetrical structures, that is of ‘musical prose’, the constant variations of the 
dynamic, tempo and expressive qualities, as well as the density of the movement follow 
the rules of a novel concept of form, although the division of the whole – the formal 
scheme of the individual movements as well as the arrangement of the succession of 
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movements – is obliged to the tradition of the genre.  Despite the use of available form 
models, the flow of the music is governed over large passages by principles of 
intensification and relaxation, standstill and motion.98 
 

The concept of musical prose is important when considering Reger’s music.   

Among the first accounts…to draw attention to Reger’s musical prose was a 1905 article 
by Hugo Leichtentritt…referring to Reger’s more recent compositions…’Not that they 
lack melos, but this melos is of a different, new kind.  It compares to a closed melody 
approximately as does an expressive speech song to a song melody.  The nature of 
Reger’s melos …appears to be based on its character as an expressive recitative…I would 
like to compare this kind of expression with a very artful, finely stylized, free prose.’99 
 
Reger’s melodies are often not melodic at all, but rather consist of short motivic 

statements.  Even his more lyrical secondary themes do not last long and are frequently followed 

by a return to the shorter, less lyrical motivic statements that Reger began the piece with, as in 

the e minor piano trio, and the d minor piano quartet.  Often Reger’s pieces, especially those in 

sonata form, lack any sort of closure until the actual close or end of the movement or work.  This 

is what Bittman meant when comparing and contrasting Reger’s “melos”, or a closed melody. 

William Caplin’s theory of formal functions is based solely on the high Viennese 

classical style from around 1780-1810.  Among other things his theory differs from many 

theories in that it de-emphasizes the role of motive and the relationship between melody and 

motive as a principle of formal function.100  For Caplin, the frequency or placement of a motive 

within a piece of music has no bearing on formal function or structure.101  Despite the dismissal 

of the significance of the motive in music’s formal structure, Caplin sums up the importance and 
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role of the motive in relation to the form for later 19th century works.  This summary is relevant 

to Reger’s music and his formal structure.   

Many books on musical form begin by discussing the very smallest units of formal 
organization, a collection of several notes usually termed a motive.  (The terms ‘cell’ and 
‘germ’ are frequently encountered as well.)  The textbooks then show how these motives 
group into larger units, which in turn combine to form even larger units, and so forth.  
The impression is that a composition is constructed out of tiny building blocks (often just 
a single interval formed by two notes), which represent the fundamental units of formal 
structure for the work.  This view of form has some merits (particularly for late romantic 
compositions by Brahms, for example)…102 
 

The idea of motives representing the basic units of the form of a piece of music is a valid 

consideration for the late romantic era, lasting into the early 20th century and including the music 

of Reger.  For the music of the late romantic era and onward, especially the music of Brahms, 

Reger, and others who employ the compositional methods of developing variation, the 

relationship between motive and form not only exists, but it is more than just a matter of 

combining motives to build phrases.  In Reger’s music the motives are varied or developed and 

are found either at moments of transition between formal sections, or at the beginnings and ends 

of formal sections to delineate the formal structure.  The motives are also found within sections, 

but they primarily are used to indicate changes within the form, or a specific variation of the 

motive might be used within a section of the form to make it clear which formal section the 

moment in music is.  In addition to summarizing the role of motive in form during the late 

romantic era, Caplin discusses ways a motive may be marked in a piece. 

The melodic end of a basic idea is often marked by silence, which sets off the idea from 
subsequent material.  A similar effect is created when the final note of the idea is 
relatively longer than those that precede and follow it.  Determining the exact boundaries 
of the basic idea can be difficult at times.  Articulation signs, especially slurs, sometimes 
help clarify its limits, but these signs can also be misleading and must be ignored in the 
fact of the analyst’s intuitions about the grouping structure of the idea.103 
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Even though Caplin’s ‘basic idea’ is a reference to Schoenberg’s Grundgestalt as opposed to 

‘developing variation,’ what he says about how to discern the ‘basic idea’ is relevant to how I 

perceive motives that Reger uses in developing variation in his music.104  The ability to visually 

identify and aurally recognize Reger’s basic motives and variations is an asset in differentiating 

his formal structures.  In addition to the things Caplin suggests, something that affected my 

observations of the basic motives in Reger’s music is his setting or context of the basic motive as 

well as the repetition of the basic motive.  The motive in Reger’s music is not always observable 

in its initial setting.  For example, in Reger’s F-sharp minor string quartet, the opening measures 

contain a variation of the basic motive, which stems from the end of the third theme of the 

exposition.  However, this variation of the motive at the opening of the first movement is not 

recognizable until the analyst has observed the entire work, and specifically noticed the theme 

that occurs in the exposition of the first movement, and at the end of the A section in the second 

movement.  This is the setting of the basic motive for the piece, which emphasizes the interval of 

a third, and enables the listener to observe variations of the motive including different melodic 

contours.  

Reger often applies his own style to the traditional forms of the nineteenth century.  One 

of his tendencies is to have short lyrical secondary themes, often which are the only tonally 

stable moments in his sonata form movements.  Charles Rosen comments on the state of tonality 

in the late 19th and early 20th centuries and the growing lack of large scale stability in the music 

of that time. 

By the end of the century the final appearance of the tonic chord in many works of 
Strauss, Reger, and others sounded like a polite bow in the direction of academic theory; 
the rest of the music has often proceeded as if it made no difference with what triad it 
ended.  The music is, much of the time, in some key or other, but there is no longer any 
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sense of direction.  It is rarely evident whether the music is moving away from, or settling 
in, any given tonality, and even clear sections of stable tonality sometimes have no 
specific relation to a total scheme.  The degree of stability has become only a localized 
effect, never a generalized one.105 
 

Reger’s music, especially his sonata form movements, follows a key scheme for his expositional 

and recapitulatory themes.  However, his sonata forms rarely establish a key for longer than a 

few measures, and when they do, it is typically during the secondary theme.  His multi-

movement works, which typically begin with a sonata form movement, usually avoid the tonic of 

the key for the majority of the exposition, and sometimes for the majority of the entire 

movement.  Rosen addresses this topic of tonic avoidance and harmonic opposition in his book 

on sonata form. 

The first theme [of Bruckner’s seventh symphony] so firmly outlines the tonic triad that E 
major is fixed throughout the modulations that follow in spite of the intense leaning 
towards B major.  The second theme is able to take this B major for granted, but 
harmonic change is here so continuous, the modulations so fast that the opposition is not 
tonality but of harmonic character and texture.  By the end of the century the 
chromaticism is pervasive and all sense of harmonic opposition completely disappears 
with Reger and Scriabin.106 
 

An example of tonic avoidance in Reger’s music is the opening of the first movement of his 

Piano Trio in e minor where a C major triad is the first chord.  There is not an authentic cadence 

in the tonic until measure 381 in the coda.  The opening of the first movement of the Piano 

Quintet op. 64 is another example where Reger avoids the tonic.  Schenker infamously criticized 

this movement of Reger’s because of his avoidance of the tonic in the opening and its lack of 

tonal clarity.107 

                                                 
105 Charles Rosen.  Arnold Schoenberg  (Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1975), 32-33. 
106 Rosen, Sonata Form, 402. 
107 Despite beginning on all Cs in all voices but violin 1 and 2, Reger quickly hints at other key others than c minor 
through the use of chromaticism. 
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According to Schoenberg, the existence of a formal structure in music is synonymous 

with claiming the music is organized.108  Despite Reger’s often confusing forms, his music is 

organized (perhaps what some would consider organized chaos), and there is a method or a way 

to differentiate the large-scale structure of his music.  

In music, repetition is the seedbed in which this coherence is developed.  Repetitions of 
the smallest formal element, the motif, have a unifying effect, and ensure that all parts of 
a work can be related to one another and thus create the necessary conditions for the 
building of its form.  Music is unthinkable without repetition.   
 
But repetition has yet another function, which was probably its original one, and which 
only later led to the creation of form.  In order to grasp something it is necessary to be 
able to remember it.  In fairly complicated music repetition is necessary for the sake of 
comprehensibility…a higher level of form-creation, the principle of repetition must be 
allied to the principle of variation.  Both are already discernible in the smallest unit of 
musical form, the motif.  This consists of at least one characteristic interval and one 
characteristic rhythm, and is recognizable through being repeated many times; in this 
repetition the motif may either be altered or may remain unchanged.109 
 

This comprehensibility is where people’s issues with Reger surface.  Comprehensibility is not 

what most would associate with Reger’s music.  The internal components are often muddled and 

full of tonal ambiguity, so even when there is a return to the original thematic material, the 

listener is so confused by what has transpired since the opening, or the opening theme is not the 

most memorable material to begin with, that its return is not recognized or perceived.  It is 

Reger’s use and treatment of motive I highlight in this dissertation, with the hope of bringing 

clarity and understanding to the previously assumed incomprehensibility of Reger’s music.  

According to Rufer, comprehensibility stems from form:   

In order to communicate thoughts clearly and intelligibly, one has to find a form suitable 
for the purpose.  Therefore form is necessary in music, in order to communicate a content 
and to act as a medium.  Form depends on (a) the content and (b) the kind of presentation 
employed.  The characteristic features of form are definition and subdivision.  Ideally, 
therefore, form is never an end in itself, but only a means to the end of communicating 

                                                 
108 Arnold Schoenberg, Fundamentals of Musical Composition, p 1. 
109 Rufer, 25-26. 



40 
 

musical thought and its development.  The two principles which play the chief part in the 
creation of a musical form are repetition and variation.  Repetition is the primary stage; 
variation and development are the higher stages in the evolution of compositional 
technique.110 
 

Reger typically brings back the opening at some point during the work.  So there is repetition 

that suggests a return to a theme or a formal section.  The confusing part in Reger’s music is 

often the middle section(s).  What is going on and how many ‘divisions’ of this middle part are 

there?  What is the overall form and how is it able to be determined?  Form is necessary and its 

sections in Reger’s music are often marked with repetition, variation, or some iteration of a 

significant motive used by Reger in a given work.  This use of motive to clarify the form to the 

listener is one of the points of focus in the analysis of this dissertation. 

  

                                                 
110 Rufer, 25. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CYCLICISM AND RETROSPECTIVE FORMAL INTERPRETATION:  MOTIVIC 

ANALYSIS IN REGER’S D MINOR PIANO QUARTET 

The first piece considered for its motives and their impact on the formal structure is 

Reger’s Piano Quartet in D minor op. 113 (1910).  This piece demonstrates his cyclic use of a 

motive in a multi-movement work where the motive stems from a secondary, or internal, theme.  

The Piano Quartet in d-minor was written in 1910, nearly a century later than those works 

examined by Schmalfeldt.  However, like the works Schmalfeldt analyzes, it turns “inward” 

towards a motive from its second theme to provide unity to the entire work.111  It is the 

presentation and treatment of this motive in the piano quartet and its purpose as organizer and 

formal clarifier that I focus on in this chapter.  Not every movement has a confusing formal 

design.  However, the third movement’s form does require more consideration than the others – 

and the placement of the basic motive in this movement ‘clarifies’ the large-scale structure.  My 

analysis traces the melodic and harmonic treatment and formal placement of the motive through 

the first, third and fourth movements of the piano quartet to show how the motive itself emerges 

as a generator of form from a retrospective viewpoint.   

The first movement of the piano quartet is in sonata form.  See the formal structure in the 

Table 1. 

Table 1: Reger, D minor Piano Quartet, mvt 1, form   

Section Measures 
Exposition 1-99 

Development 100-191 
Recapitulation 192-288 

Coda 289-311 
 
 
                                                 
111 Schmalfeldt, 9.  See also chapter 1. 
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Its second theme provides the motive that unifies the entire quartet and retroactively gives formal 

clarity to the movement.  Discerning the breakdown of the formal sections is greatly assisted by 

the identification of this motive and its placement throughout all three of the movements in 

which it is found.  The motive is shown in example 1. 

Example 1: Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 1, mm. 61-62 

 
+5/+5/-1 

 
< 1 1 1 1 2 0 > 

 
These four notes consist of two ascending perfect fourths followed by a descending semitone.  

The melodic contour and intervallic content of this motive stays the same throughout the entire 

quartet, with the exception of its appearance in the primary theme of the final movement.112  The 

entire second theme in which the motive is found is shown in example 2.   

As seen in example 2, the primary motive is found in the first four notes of the theme.  

This secondary theme is marked twice by the motive as shown in example 2.  The internal 

intervals are slightly different between the primary motive and its inversion, the external motives 

are both a seventh and a second.  Reger recalls three different versions of this motive and theme 

throughout the entire quartet – see example 3. 

  

                                                 
112 The primary theme of the final movement inverts the motive to a descending perfect fourth, a descending 
diminished fourth, and an ascending semitone (in the context of the movement and in solfege “le me ti do”).   
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Example 2: Piano Quartet in d-minor, op. 113 mvt 1, mm. 61-63, violin, viola, cello, piano, 
melody in violin 

primary motive inversion 
 

 

 
+5/+5/-1         +6/-1         /-4/-6/+1 

 
 

Example 3:  Three different versions of Reger’s motive 
Trichord Tetrachord 

  
  

Hexachord 
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The first three notes are what I call ascending perfect fourth trichord, the first four notes are the 

ascending fourth descending semitone tetrachord, and the first six notes are the hexachord.  As 

shown in Example 2, the theme is originally in B-flat major.  The theme is in the violin and the 

chord progression for the first six notes is over a pedal F.  This is the chord progression that 

Reger typically uses when he repeats this motive as a trichord, tetrachord or hexachord.  It is 

repeated in G major a few measures later. 

Reger brings back the tetrachord in D-flat major at the end of the exposition.  See 

example 4.  

Example 4:  Piano Quartet in d-minor, op. 113 mvt 1, mm. 81-82  

 

The motive is in the highest voice, and the harmonic progression for these four notes matches the 

original presentation in example 2.  

In the recapitulation, which begins in m. 192, the second theme is transposed down a 

minor third – the first time from B-flat major down to G major, and the second iteration from G 

major down to E major.  The harmonization of the first six notes of the theme is the same as in 

the exposition.  At the end of the recapitulation, mm. 272-273, Reger presents the tetrachord 
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motive in the original key of B-flat major (from the first iteration of the second theme in the 

exposition) with the correct harmonization.  See example 5. 

Example 5:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 1, mm. 272-273 

 
 

The motive appears again in the highest voice.  This final iteration of the motive closes out the 

movement with a reference to the motive in its original form that goes on to unify and organize 

the quartet.  In this movement, Reger’s harmonization of the motive is consistent.  This 

consistency supports my analysis of the function of each pitch of the motive, moving forward to 

analyze the third and fourth movements.  By itself, the first movement does not draw extra 

attention to this theme or its motives.  The listener might not initially consider this motive as a 

part of the second theme on the first hearing.  However, after engaging the entire work, and 

reflecting on the frequency and formal placement of this motive and theme, its significance is 

relegated to that of the second theme.  While the large-scale form of this movement is clear 

regarding its formal subunits, the division of themes in the exposition and recapitulation is 

defined by the motive in question.  Thus the expositional structure is clarified by the 

retrospective consideration of this motive. 
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The next time the motive appears is in the third movement of the piano quartet.  This 

movement is in ABA form with a coda.  See table 2 for the formal layout. 

Table 2: Reger, D minor Piano Quartet, mvt 2, form 

Section Measures 

A 1-32 

B 33-68 

A 69-86 

Coda 87-98 
 

Our motive is found at the beginning of the B section.  Again, Reger uses the motive in an 

internal moment formally and thematically.  He incorporates the hexachord and it has the same 

function as the first six notes of the original theme:  sol, do, fa, mi, te, la (see example 6): 

Example 6:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 3, mm. 33-35 

 
 

Despite the key signature, this melody is in B major.  The motive and melody are again in the 

upper voice.  The harmonic progression for these six notes is also the same as in the first 

movement.  Reger affirms the cyclic connection of this theme to the first movement by also 

including a recollection of the tetrachord in this B section.  See example 7:   
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Example 7:  Piano Quartet in D minor op. 113 mvt 3 mm. 48-50 

 
 

The melodic contour and function of each pitch clearly recalls the second theme of the first 

movement.  The first tetrachord implies G-flat major, and the second tetrachord implies D-flat 

major.  The harmonic progression for each grouping of four notes is the same as the harmonic 

progression of the first four notes of the theme in the first movement – with the slight alteration 

of ending on a dominant seventh chord instead of an inverted triad.   

The use of the theme and motive in this movement is less frequent than the first, but it is 

evident that Reger was referencing the second theme from the first movement.  These internal 

moments may not saturate the rest of the work, as in the Schubert that Schmalfeldt analyzes, but 

they highlight formally significant moments through the cyclic treatment of the original motive, 

which is from a secondary theme.113   

The fourth movement is where the motivic unity and significance of the theme in the first 

movement become evident.  This final movement is also a sonata form and it is the first time 

Reger uses the motive in the primary thematic material. See table 3 for the formal breakdown.   

  

                                                 
113 Schubert’s Allegro in A minor for Four Hands, Lebensstürme, Op. 144. 
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Table 3:  Reger, D minor Piano Quartet, mvt 4, formal structure 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-102 

Development 103-195 

Recapitulation 196-298 

Coda 299-323 
 

This time the four-note motive is inverted (see example 8). 

Example 8:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 4 mm. 1-3, violin 

 
-5/-4/+1 

< 1 1 1 2 1 0 > 

Reger begins with a perfect fourth followed by a diminished fourth (instead of two perfect 

fourths as before). The final interval is still a semitone in the opposite direction.  The solfege, 

using minor do, is “le me ti do”.  The inverted tetrachord is found at the beginning and at the end 

of this theme.   

Example 9:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 4, mm. 1-7, primary theme, violin 

 
This movement not only uses the inverted tetrachord motive in its primary theme, but it also 

brings back the original melodic shape of the motive as well.  It is the use of the motive in the 

primary theme, as well as the recalled moments of the motive in its original shape, that bring the 
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motive to the forefront of the listener’s ear, and retroactively place significance on the motive 

and its formal placement in the first movement.  This is an example of Reger’s use of developing 

variation.  The motive has been altered in shape and formal location in multiple movements, and 

yet it is still related to the original motive from the first movement.     

The original and inverted melodic contours are both found in the development section 

and the recapitulation. The first iteration of the original shape of the tetrachord occurs in the 

development section in mm. 117-118. 

Example 10:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 4 mm. 117-118, violin 

 
 

These are the same pitches that the second theme originally begins on in the first movement (refer 

back to example 1).  The harmonization is, again, the same as the original setting in the first 

movement.  The next occurrences of the trichord and the tetrachord are shown in example 11. 
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Example 11:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 4, mm. 135-144  

 



51 
 

 



52 
 

The ascending trichord is heard and repeated in the violin in mm. 135 – 137, and in the piano left 

hand in mm. 138-139.   Tempo, rhythmic placement, and lack of harmonic support almost cause 

the listener to miss the use of this ascending perfect fourth motive.  The original melodic contour 

of the motive is also found in the development section in measure 140-141 in the viola and 

violin.  The tetrachord begins in the viola then subsequently moves to the violin.  Its final note in 

m. 141 in the violin is also the beginning of another tetrachord iteration in the violin alone in 

mm. 141-143.  The trichord appears simultaneously in the viola and the cello in mm. 143-144.  

Harmony for each tetrachord is an ornamented version of the original presentation, with the 

exception of the D in the violin that ends one tetrachord and begins another (m. 141).  In this 

iteration, the harmony supports the next tetrachord instead of the former.  The equal weight 

given to the ascending perfect fourths helps the listener better identify the motive and recall the 

second theme from the first movement, especially compared to the beginning of example 11.  

The motive eventually corrects itself in the development, moving back to its inversion as 

presented at the opening of this movement.  As Reger approaches the end of the recapitulation, 

and the entire piece, he recalls the original theme in its original key again, only this time with the 

ascending fourth trichord.   
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Example 12:  Piano Quartet in D minor, op. 113 mvt 4 mm. 292-300, violin and viola 

 
 

While this trichord includes the original pitches from the first movement, the harmonic support is 

cluttered with other pitches, so it is not as easy to hear the alternating tonic and dominant 

harmonies, as with the other motivic statements114.  The final two iterations of the trichord begin 

with the correct harmony (dominant in respective keys of F and C), but the other two pitches are 

not harmonized by the expected chords.  Reger then returns to the inverted tetrachord to close 

out the movement, and the work, immediately following the trichord in mm. 297-298.   

                                                 
114 The “clutter” of other pitches includes a pedal G in measures 292 through the downbeat of 295.  The first beat of 
the first trichord is harmonized by a d-minor sonority over the g pedal; this is corrected on the second beat of the f-
natural (beat four of m. 292).   
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This inclusion of both the inverted and original motivic statements in the final movement 

acknowledges the motive’s role in the first and third movements, and showcases it formally 

through its purpose and placement in the primary theme of the fourth movement.  The shape and 

intervallic content of the motive is consistent throughout the entire work even when the motivic 

shape is inverted.  Reger’s use of motive to clarify the formal structure is a consistent trend 

throughout every piece considered in this dissertation; however, his motivic treatment in the 

other pieces is different than in this piano quartet.  There is much more alteration and variation of 

the motive itself as will be shown in the following chapters. 
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CHAPTER 6 

MOTIVIC DEVELOPMENT:  GENERATING FORM IN REGER’S CLARINET QUINTET 

One of the last pieces Reger composed was his Clarinet Quintet in A major, op. 146, 

written in 1915.  Similar to his d-minor piano quartet, the motivic development in this piece 

often generates the formal structure of the movements in which it occurs.  However, the formal 

design is not as dependent on the motive as it was in the third movement of the piano quartet.  

The clarinet quintet, too, turns to an inner moment for the basic motive that informs and affects 

the rest of the work.  It is the development section of the first movement that initially draws 

attention to the basic motive.     

The first movement is in clearly recognizable sonata form.  There is a clear articulation of 

the end of the exposition in measure 87 and a recapitulation in measure 168.   

Table 4: Reger, Clarinet Quintet in A major, mvt 1, form 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-87 

Development 88-167 

Recapitulation 168-244 

Coda 245-264 
 

The basic motive that Reger uses in this quintet is a four-note motive. 

Example 13:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, basic motive, m. 88, cello 

 
-1 / -3 / +1 

 
< 2 1 2 1 0 0 > 
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As shown in example 13, there are two minor thirds and two half steps or minor seconds.  There 

is also a diminished fourth between the first and third notes (C – G-sharp).  An interesting point 

about this motive and Reger’s motives in general is he tends to use motives that end with a half 

step motion, or at least include a half step in the motive (but the half step motion is not always 

indicative of a leading tone function) – other works that do this are the e-minor piano trio, and 

the d minor piano quartet and the f minor piano concerto.  In the clarinet quintet, the half step in 

the motive is not always indicative of a leading-tone function.     

There are two features of this motive that allow it to be recognized in other parts of the 

quintet.  The first is the general melodic shape or contour:  it begins on the highest pitch, 

descends for two pitches, and then ascends on the final note, which is not higher than the initial 

pitch.  The other important feature of this motive is the intervallic content.  When the melodic 

contour is altered to the point of making it difficult to recognize a variation of the motive, the 

intervallic content helps the listener connect the altered motive to the original motive.   

Reger develops this motive in various ways.  He inverts the contour, and he expands the 

pitch space, thereby enlarging the size of the intervals within the motive, or adding more notes to 

the basic motive.  He sometimes indicates a theme to be played in higher position on a lower 

string in order to darken the timbre of the passage.  He achieves this with the marking of “sul,” 

and this helps distinguish the passage from previous moments by this difference in tone.     

While variations of the basic motive appear at the beginning of the first and second 

themes in the quintet’s first movement, it is not until the development section that this listener 

identifies it as the basic unit that is developed.  The motive occurs nine times in the development 

section, five of which are heard in the first nine measures of the development.  The motive is 

heard a total of four times in the exposition, once in the first theme, twice in the transition, and 
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once in the second theme.  In the transition, the motive occurs a few measures before the 

beginning of the second theme.   

Example 14:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, mm. 36-39, clarinet 

 
-2 / -3 / +1  -2 / -3 / +1 

< 1 2 1 1 1 0 >  < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

As seen in example 14, the basic motive, albeit with an altered rhythm from the development 

section, marks the end of the transition in the exposition.   

The motive as presented in the development section matches the melodic contour of the 

motivic variation in the second theme.  Example 15 shows the motive from the second theme 

compared to the development.   

Example 15:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, motive comparison 115 

 
-1 / -3 / +1     -1 / -3 / +1 

 < 2 1 2 1 0 0 >   < 2 1 2 1 0 0 >  

Upon comparison of the two presentations of the motive in example 15, the contour and 

intervallic content are shown to be the same.  The motivic variation at the opening of the 

                                                 
115 For this dissertation, all examples will be written at concert pitch. 
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movement has a different shape.  It is not as recognizable as the variation in the secondary 

theme. 

Example 16:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, motive in theme 1 

 
+2 / +3 / -1 

 < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

The melodic shape is similar, but inverted compared to the basic motive.  Instead of descending 

two notes and then ascending one, the opening motive ascends for two notes and then descends 

one pitch.  The intervallic content is almost the same as well.  Instead of opening and ending 

with minor seconds, the opening interval is a major second, which creates a perfect fourth 

between the first and third notes, and a major third between the first and last notes of the motive.  

Despite the use of a motivic variation in the opening, the basic motive is first recognized in the 

development.  The repetition and reserved orchestration of the first two iterations of the motive 

in the development set it apart and make it more prevalent than in the opening.116  It is only after 

the recognition of the basic motive in the development that the opening statement can be heard as 

a motivic variation. 

                                                 
116 The motive is repeated five times in the first nine measures of the development (mm. 88 – 96). 
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Prior to the presentation of the second theme, Reger inverts the motive from its opening 

contour to the contour heard in the second theme.  It is heard twice in the clarinet part. 

Example 17:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, mm. 36-39, clarinet 

 
 -2 / -3 / +1          -2 / -3 / +1 

< 1 2 1 1 1 0 >     < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

In example 17, the two iterations of the motive are marked.  The last note of the second iteration 

is an a-sharp, an enharmonic b-flat.117  These motives have the same melodic contour as the 

second theme and development presentations, but the intervallic content matches that of the 

opening presentation in theme 1.   

Another motivic variation is found in the opening measures in the first violin.  This time, 

Reger reverses and inverts the contour.  

Example 18:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, mm. 1-2, Violin 1 

 
+1  / -3 / -2 

< 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

                                                 
117 This is one of many examples in Reger’s music where he uses enharmonic spellings interchangeably, often 
without any harmonic reason.  This is one of the issues that Riemann took with Reger’s music. 
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The intervallic content is the same as the motive in the clarinet opening.  In the development, 

there are overlapping appearances of a motivic variation in mm. 112-114, and another 

occurrence of this variation in mm. 115-116 in the clarinet.  See examples 19 and 20: 

Example 19:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, mm. 112-114, violin 1 

 
+1 / -3 / -2 +2 / -3 / -2 

 < 1 2 1 1 1 0 >  < 1 2 2 0 1 0 > 

Example 20:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1, mm. 115-116, clarinet 

 
+1 / -3 / -2 

 < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

In example 19, the A natural links the two variations.  The first variation in example 19 and the 

variation in example 20 both have the same interval content as the opening variation in the 

clarinet.  The second variation in example 19 has the same melodic contour as the others, but it 

has a slightly different interval content.  Instead of a major third, the second variation in example 

19 contains 2 minor thirds.   

The original melodic shape of the motive as first heard in the development section comes 

back at the end of the development in the first violin.  The motive therefore marks the end of the 
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development, while including altered versions within the development.  See example 21 which 

shows the final motivic moment in the development followed by the return of the opening in the 

clarinet.   

Example 21:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1 mm. 165-170, violin 1 and clarinet 

 
-1 / -3 / +1 +2 / +3 / -1 

< 2 1 2 1 0 0 > < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

For the first motivic variation in example 21, the rhythm is altered, but the melodic shape and the 

interval content are the same as the opening of the development.  The second motivic iteration in 

example 21 marks the beginning of the recapitulation with the melody and motive again in the 

clarinet.  The coda brings back this presentation of the motive from the end of the development 

again in the first violin.   

Example 22:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 1 mm. 245-246, violin 1 

 
This presentation of the motive, on the string or “sul A” is a feature that comes back in the 

second movement, but with a different melodic shape.118   

                                                 
118 See example 26 from the second movement and example 28 from the third movement. 
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Tonal stability is something Reger avoids in much of his work, especially in sonata form 

movements, and this first movement is no exception.  The second theme in both the exposition 

and the recapitulation is where the most tonally stable moments are.  As expected, the second 

theme suggests E major in the exposition and A major in the recapitulation.  Unlike some of 

Reger’s other works, the second theme in this movement is longer than other second themes 

composed by Reger, and it does not have a return to the primary theme prior to the 

development.119    

The second movement of the clarinet quintet is in ABA form and is also easy to discern. 

Table 5:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 2 Form 

Section Measures 

A 1-96 

B 97-204 

A 205-301 
 

There is a clear marking of the end of the first A section and B section in measures 96 and 204 

respectively.  The first A section of the second movement contains iterations of the motive that 

are similar to example 16 and example 20, example 20 being the inverted melodic contour of 

example 13.  See example 23 and 24: 

Example 23:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 2, mm. 47-49, violin 1 & 2 

 
+3 / +5 / -1 

 < 1 0 1 2 2 0 > 

                                                 
119 The return to the primary theme as a means to a closing theme is a formal feature that Reger uses in other pieces, 
such as the e-minor Piano Trio. 
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Example 24:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 2, mm. 50-52, violin 2 

 
-3 / -6 / +1 

< 1 0 2 1 1 1 > 

Both of these examples end with a minor second, and have a similar contour to the original 

motive, (example 23 is inverted).  However, the pitch space has expanded and as a result the 

interval vectors are not the same but represent larger intervals.  In example 23, while the largest 

interval is again between the first and third notes, this time it is a minor sixth.  In example 24, the 

largest interval is also between the first and third notes, which is a diminished seventh.   

Despite the motivic variations in the A section, the B theme in the second movement is 

what primarily utilizes variations of the motive.  As in the first movement, Reger again focuses 

on inner themes to highlight the motive through multiple variations.  In the B section of the 

second movement, there are two versions of the motive that appear.  One is similar in contour to 

example 23, but has an added note so that it is five notes instead of four.  The other motivic 

variation presents a new contour, but the intervallic content and the instrumentation, or lack 

thereof that accompanies the motive, is reminiscent to the motive as shown at the beginning of 

the development in the first movement.  The first B section presentation of the motive occurs at 

the beginning of the B section and is shown in example 25. 

Similar to the contour of example 23, this iteration includes an extra note.  The melodic 

shape is the same as example 16, the opening of the first movement.  The largest interval is again 

between the first and third notes of the motive (a minor sixth).  This motivic shape is repeated in 

the clarinet in mm. 113-115, mm. 150-152, and mm. 188-190.  The other motivic contour in the 

B section first occurs in mm. 129-130 in violins 1 and 2.   
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Example 25:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 2, clarinet, mm. 97-98 

 
+3 / +5 / -1 / -2 

< 1 2 2 2 2 1 > 

Example 26:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet, mvt 2, violin 1 & 2, mm. 129-132 

 
+3 /  -1  /  -3 

< 1 2 2 1 0 0 > 

While the contour looks different, this motive is very similar to example 14 from the first 

movement.  If the order of notes were altered in example 26 to F – E – C-sharp – D, then the 

contour and intervallic content would match examples 13 and 14.  However, while the melodic 

contour is different, the intervallic content is the same.  The largest interval is no longer between 

the first and third notes but rather the second and fourth.  This shape is actually similar to 

examples 18 and 20, except that the seconds are not found at the beginning or the end of the 

motive.  This version of the motive comes back multiple times in the B section, and seems to 

highlight the motive in this movement, even though its position in the movement does not mark 

the beginning or end of part of a formal section.  The second theme in this movement is also the 
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tonally stable theme.  The movement is in b minor, but the first theme moves around a lot and it 

is not always clear what key it is in.  The second theme, however, is clearly in G major.  The A 

section returns with the same type of motivic variations towards the end of the movement.   

The third movement of Reger’s clarinet quintet is in slow movement sonata form.  Unlike 

the previous two movements, this movement’s form is more complex.  However, as in the third 

movement of the d-minor piano quartet, Reger’s use of motivic variations illuminates the 

movement’s form.   

Table 6: Reger, Clarinet Quintet op. 146, mvt 3, form 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-50 

Development 51-68 

Recapitulation 69-105 
 

The motivic variation for this movement first appears in measure 1 of the clarinet.   

Example 27:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet op. 146, mvt 3, m. 1 clarinet  

 
+9 / -2 / -5 

< 1 1 1 0 3 0 > 

The melodic contour of this motivic iteration is an inverted version of the opening of the first 

movement.  It ascends, then descends through the final two pitches whereas the opening of the 

first movement ascends twice then descends once.  Reger has expanded the pitch space of the 

motive, increasing the size of the intervals within – this is reflected in the interval vector shown 

in example 27.  The return of the primary theme in m. 69, around two-thirds of the way through 
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the movement, suggests that the form of this movement is either ternary or sonata form as 

opposed to a rondo form.   

The second theme is marked by repeated presentations of the motive.  The melodic 

contour is different from the opening of this movement.   

Example 28:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet op. 146, mvt 3, violin m. 27-29 

 
-1 / -6 / +1 -2 / -3 / +1 

< 2 0 0 0 2 2 > < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

The melodic contour is the same as the basic motive (see example 13) in movement 1.  It 

descends twice, and then ascends.   

The retransition is marked with a few iterations of the motive.   

Example 29:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet op. 146, cello, clarinet, mvt 3, m. 62-63 

 
+1 / +6 / -1 +1 / +6 / -1 

< 2 0 0 0 2 2 > < 2 0 0 0 2 2 > 

The motivic shape in example 29 is the same as the opening motive in the clarinet in the first 

movement.  However, the intervallic content is different.  The statement of the motive is the 

same in both iterations in example 29.  The only difference lies in the instrumentation and the 

register.  

The secondary theme is marked by iterations, both partial and expanded, of the motive.   
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Example 30:  Reger, Clarinet Quintet op. 146, clarinet, violin 1, m. 89-94, secondary theme in 
recapitulation 

 
 

There are three versions of the motive in example 30: the basic motive itself (four notes), a 

partial iteration of the basic motive (three notes) and an expanded version of the basic motive 

(five notes).  The one iteration of the partial motive consists of notes two through four of the 

basic motive.  The first statement of the four-note motive in the example has the same basic 

melodic contour, however, the intervallic content is different and the half-step is displaced with a 

note in-between (C-sharp, B, D).  The second statement of the four-note motive has the same 

melodic contour and intervallic content as the original statement.  There are two variations of 

expanded motivic statements in example 30.  The first iteration in measures 90-91 has an added 
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note to the end of the motive.  The second iteration in measures 91-92 adds a note to the 

beginning of the motive and alters the intervallic content by slightly shrinking the size of interval 

between notes three and four (B-natural and A-natural).   

Reger’s motivic treatment in the clarinet quintet is developmental and generative in that 

he develops the motive throughout the first three movements and his placement of the motives 

marks the formal structure in addition to providing a sense of structure where tonal structure is 

lacking.    His use of motive illuminates the form of the movements, especially the first and third 

movements.  Like Reger’s D minor quartet, the clarinet quintet also looks to an internal theme 

for its basic motive.  However, in comparing the d-minor quartet and the clarinet quintet, Reger’s 

development of the basic motive is much more extensive through changes to the melodic shape 

and pitch space in the clarinet quintet.  Reger’s use of motive in the clarinet quintet is more 

extensive as is his focus on inner themes and moments compared to the d-minor piano quartet.   

Reger incorporates the motive in the exposition to generate the form marking the beginning of 

the primary theme, the closing of the transition, the beginning of the development, the end of the 

retransition in the development, and the coda.   
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CHAPTER 7 

MOTIVIC VARIATION AND FORM GENERATION IN REGER’S PIANO CONCERTO 

Reger’s Piano Concerto in F-minor, op. 114, written in 1910, demonstrates cyclic motivic 

variation in a 3-movement work.  Unlike the previous two works discussed, the basic motive for 

this piece occurs at the beginning of the primary thematic statement in measure three.  The piano 

concerto is a key example of Reger's developmental variation in all three movements, and its 

analysis will help to understand critical motivic procedures in Reger's style that may partially be 

applied to other works too.  

The first movement of the piano concerto is in sonata form.   

Table 7:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1, form 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-119 

Development 120-176 

Recapitulation 177-248 

Coda 249-274 
 

The basic motive is initially heard twice in the beginning of the exposition.  As in other works by 

Reger, the important identifying feature of the motive is its melodic shape.  Both statements at 

the opening of the movement have the same melodic contour.  

Example 31: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1, mm. 3-4 

 
-2 / +1 / -7 -8 /  +2  /  - 7 

< 2 1 0 1 1 1 > < 1 1 0 1 2 1 > 
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The motives shown in example 31 are each heard in unison, the one exception is an F-natural in 

the double bass.  This lack of harmony emphasizes the motive even more to the listener.  The 

basic motivic unit that is developed and varied is a four-note motive that alters its direction with 

each note (down, up, down).  Both iterations of the motive begin on the highest sounding note of 

the motive, descend, ascend a second, and descend a perfect fifth.  Not all motivic statements 

have this specific melodic contour, but when different melodic shapes are found, there are other 

features that will assist in recognizing the motivic iterations.   

Reger primarily incorporates three different versions of the motive in the first movement:  

the basic motive, and two variations.  Each version has a different melodic contour.  The basic 

motive from example 31 (found in measures 3 and 4) has what will be called melodic contour 

A.120  In melodic contour B, the first pitch ascends, then descends to a pitch lower than the first, 

and ascends, returning to the first pitch.  Contours A and B both alternate directions (up down 

up, or down up down).  In melodic contour C, all four pitches move in the same direction, 

whether it is ascending or descending.    Example 32 provides a visual comparison of all 3 

melodic contours. 

Example 32:  Melodic Contours A, B, C comparison 

 
-/+/- +/-/+ +/+/+ 

 

                                                 
120 Despite the slight difference in interval content between the two motivic statements in example 31, they both are 
melodic contour A. 
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The opening measures 1-4 are repeated in measures 5-8, however there is already a slight 

difference in the pitch content and interval vectors of the motivic iterations in corresponding 

measures (compare measures 3 and 7, and measures 4 and 8).   

Example 33: Reger, Piano Concerto mvt 1, mm 7-8, motive 

 
-3  /  +1 / - 7 - 8  /  +1  /  - 7 

 < 1 1 2 0 1 1 > < 1 1 0 1 2 1 > 

Measures 3 and 7 have slightly different interval vectors – this is due to measure 7 starting on a 

pitch a whole step higher than in measure 3, but the rest of the pitches in measure 7 are only a 

half-step higher than in measure 3.  This inconsistent transposition also changes the size of the 

first descending interval.  Instead of descending a diminished third, the first descent in m. 7 is a 

minor third.  The first two pitches in measure 8 are a half step higher than the first two pitches in 

measure 3.  Measures 4 and 8 have the same interval vectors despite having part of their pitch 

content transposed up a half step.  As in example 31, the motivic iterations in example 33 are 

again in unison set solely against an F-natural in the double bass.  Both examples 31 and 33 

show melodic contour A, however, example 33 has a wider interval range between the first and 

last notes.  This repetition of a similar contour (four statements in the first eight measures), and 

the lack of any harmony or countermelody set against these iterations, is what establishes this 

motive as the basic motive for the work.  Since melodic contour is the best aural indication for 
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the listener to recognize a melody regardless of precise pitch, the repetitions of this melodic 

contour in this isolated musical context emphasize the four-note motive.121   

The first movements of the piano concerto and d-minor piano quartet are similar in that 

their primary themes are not lyrical, and consist mainly of varied statements of the motive.  

Table 8 breaks down the exposition of the piano concerto. 

Table 8: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1, exposition layout 

Section Measures 

Theme 1 1-48 

Transition 49-65 

Theme 2 66-84 

Closing – based on theme 1 85-119 
 

The second theme is more lyrical but short-lived as is often the case in Reger's sonata form 

movements.  This theme only lasts for two phrases and is followed by a return to the primary 

thematic material instead of closing the exposition with the secondary theme or a new closing 

theme.  It begins with a five-measure abbreviated thematic statement by the orchestra, followed 

by the entire second theme in the piano.    

  

                                                 
121 See discussion of melodic contour from West-Marvin and Deutsch in chapter 3.   
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Example 34:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1, mm. 66-74 
-5   /  +1  /  -9  +5 /-10 / + 5 

< 1 0 1 1 0 0 >  < 0 1 0 0 2 0 >  

 

 
As shown in the first measure of example 34, the oboe plays the motive, contour A, but instead 

of no harmony as in the opening measures (examples 31 and 33), this time the clarinet and 

bassoon provide a simple harmony of tonic to subdominant back to tonic.   

Example 35: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1 m. 71, piano 
+5  /  - 10 /  + 5 

< 0 1 0 0 2 0 > 
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Not only is the orchestration different, but also the harmonization, providing a different context 

for the same melodic shape.  There is a half-step between the second and third notes of the 

motive, and the melodic contour descends, ascends, and then descends again.  The shape of the 

third statement in example 34, contour B, while visually different, is similar in that the direction 

of the pitches changes between each pitch.  Instead of descending, ascending and descending, the 

motive in m. 68 is an inversion of the pitch direction:  ascending, descending and ascending.  

While the interval between the second and third pitches is spelled as a seventh, it is simply an 

inversion of a second (the middle interval of the basic motive).  The melodic variance suggests A 

major for a temporary key (example 34, m. 68).  The entire second theme is heard in the piano 

beginning in m. 71.  The motive is found in the upper right hand of the piano.  Rhythmic and 

melodic changes generate this motivic variation.  The basic motive is dotted quarter note, eighth 

note, quarter note, quarter note.  This variation takes those note values and shifts them around:  

quarter note, quarter note, dotted quarter note, eighth note.  The melodic changes are observed in 

the different melodic contour.  The basic motive descends, ascends, and descends.  The variation 

in example 35 does the exact opposite:  ascends, descends, ascends.   

Table 9:  Keys of Expositional Themes 

Theme Measures Key 

Theme 1 1-23 F minor 

Theme 2 intro 68 A major 

Theme 2 71-79 D-flat major 
 

Contour B is used exclusively in the context of the secondary theme, so its appearance generates 

that formal section.  Reger repeats the theme in the key of D-flat major in the piano part, and 

then returns to the original melodic shape (melodic contour A) of the motive beginning in mm. 

80-81 in the oboe and violin 1 parts respectively.   
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Example 36:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1, mm. 80-81 oboe, violin 

 
-4/+1/-9 -6/+1/-9 -7/+1/-8 -6/+1/-9 -9/+1/-5 

< 1 0 1 1 0 0 >  < 1 1 1 1 1 1 > < 1 1 0 1 2 1 >  < 1 1 1 1 1 1 >    < 2 0 1 2 1 0 >  

 
As seen in example 36, Reger repeats the original shape (contour A) of the motive 5 times after 

only fourteen measures of the secondary theme marking the end of another short lyrical 

secondary theme.     

There is one more variation of the motive in the exposition.   

Example 37: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1 m. 30 clarinet piano and strings, m. 93-94 
clarinet and piano 

 
+12 (+5/+2/+5) +12 (+5/+4/+3) 

 < 0 1 0 0 2 0 > < 0 0 1 1 1 0 > 

This motivic clearly refers to contour C.  Instead of alternating directions, each of the motives in 

example 37 solely ascend.  It is not the direction of the motive alone that distinguishes this 

contour.  The inclusion of a perfect fourth or fifth as the first or last interval, as well as a second 

or third between the middle two pitches also associates this melodic contour with the basic 

motive.  If the octave placement of the first and last pitches are transposed up and down an 

octave respectively, then the contour is much more like the original motivic shape (contour A).  

For an example of this particular comparison, see example 38 which shows a simultaneous 
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iteration of the motive with contour A and modified contour C (descending instead of ascending) 

in the violin and piano respectively. 

Example 38:  Reger, Piano Concerto, op. 114, m. 38, violin and piano 

 
 

Both the piano and the violin play the same pitches, but the piano pitches have contour C (all 

descending with a perfect fifth at the end and a second (spelled as a minor seventh) between the 

second and third notes.  The violin motive has contour A.  This shows the relationship between 

the basic motive and the variations in example 38 (melodic contours A and C).  Rather than an 

interval of a second between notes two and three as in previous motivic variations, the second 

motivic statement (mm. 93-94) in example 37 has been expanded to that of a third.  Reger’s use 

of motivic variation and development in this piece is more extensive than in other pieces 

analyzed thus far.  Contours A, B, and C saturate the entire first movement as well as generate 

the overall form by marking the beginnings and endings of formal sections.  In the development, 

contours A and B are the main motivic shapes Reger uses. 

In the recapitulation, the secondary theme is repeated in the key of F major.  The 

following chart shows where all motivic iterations in the exposition occur.  
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Table 10:  Motivic contour types and locations in exposition 

Motivic 
shape 

(A, B, C) 
Measure(s) Instrument(s) Formal 

Section Contour 

A 3 flute, violin, viola, cello Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 
A 4 Violin, viola, cello Theme 1 -8/+2/-7 
A 7 Flute, violin, viola, cello Theme 1 -3/+1/-7 
A 8 Violin, viola, cello Theme 1 -8/+1/-7 
A 19 Horn, violin, viola, cello Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 
A 20 Violin, viola, cello Theme 1 -8/+2/-7 
A 23 Flute, clarinet Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 

C 27 Piano Theme 1  +12 
(+5/+2/+5) 

C 30 Clarinet, bassoon, piano, 
violin 1 Theme 1 +12 

(+5/+2/+5) 

A/C variation 32-33 Piano, bassoon, cello, 
double bass Theme 1 +7(+5/+2)/-7 

A 37 Piano Theme 1 -3/+1/-7 

C 38 Piano Theme 1 -25 
(-8/-10/-7) 

A 38 Violin Theme 1 -8/+2/-7 
C 54-55 Clarinet, piano Transition +10(+5/+2/+3) 
A 66 Oboe Intro to theme 2 -4/+1/9 
B 68 Violin Intro to theme 2 +5/-10/+5 
B 71 Piano Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 
B 76 Piano Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 
A 80 Oboe Theme 2 -3/+1/-9 
A 81 Violin 1, clarinet Theme 2 -6/+1/-9 
A 82 Piano Theme 2 -7/+1/-7 
A 83 Piano Theme 2 -6/+1/-9 
A 84 Flute, clarinet, violin 1 Theme 2 -9/+1/-5 
C 93-94 Clarinet, piano Closing +12(+5/+3/+4) 

A 107 Flute, oboe, clarinet, 
violin, viola, cello Closing -3/+1/-7 

A 108 Violin 1 Closing -8/+1/-6 
A 109 Clarinet, flute, horn Closing -8/+1/-6 
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Melodic contours A and C are very similar, and are found more often than contour B.  Contour B 

is found only in the context of the second theme.  Contour A occurs at the beginning of the 

movement, as well as the introduction to the second theme.  Despite the similarities in melodic 

contour, the harmonization of the respective formal sections is very different.   

Example 39:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 1 m. 3 and m. 66 

 
 

Table 11 shows the locations of the motive in the development section. 

Table 11: Motivic contour and locations in the development 

Melodic 
shape 

(A, B, C) 
Measure(s) Instrument(s) Formal Section Contour 

A 124-125 oboe, cello Theme 1  -9/+1/-7 

A 130 Flute, oboe, viola, 
cello*122 Theme 1 -9/+1/-7 

B 137-138 Oboe Fortspinnung – 
Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

B 138-139 Flute Fortspinnung – 
Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

B 139-140 Piano, viola, double-bass Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

A 141 Piano, violin, viola, cello Fortspinnung – 
Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 

(table continues) 

                                                 
122 This is an instance where Reger spells the same motive and notes enharmonically, even though they occur at the 
same time.  The flute part is B-sharp, D-sharp, E, A, and the viola part is C, E-flat, E, A2.   
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Melodic 
shape 

(A, B, C) 
Measure(s) Instrument(s) Formal Section Contour 

A 142-144 (6 
iterations) Piano Fortspinnung – 

Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 

A 142 Piano Fortspinnung – 
Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 

A 143 Piano Fortspinnung – 
Theme 1 -2/+1/-8 

A 143 Piano Fortspinnung – 
Theme 1 -3/+1/-8 

Reverse A 144 Piano Fortspinnung – 
Theme 1 +3/-1/+12 

Reverse A 144 Piano Fortspinnung – 
Theme 1 +2/-1/+9 

B 148 Violin Fortspinnung – 
Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

B 149 Horn Fortspinnung – 
Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

B 153 Bassoon, horn, double-
bass 

Fortspinnung – 
Theme  2 +5/-10/+5 

B 154 Piano Fortspinnung – 
Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

A 155 Cello, double-bass Retransition -3/+2/-7 
A 156 Piano Retransition -3/+1/-7 

A 156 Bassoon, viola, cello, 
double-bass Retransition -3/+1/-7 

B 161-162 Flute, oboe, clarinet, 
trumpet, violin Retransition +5/ -10/+5 

Altered B 163 Piano Retransition +5/-1/+5 
Altered B 163-164 Piano Retransition +5/-2/+5 

C 168 Violin, viola, cello, 
double-bass Retransition -15 (-5/-5/-5) 

B 169 Piano Retransition +5/-10/+5 
Reverse A 170 Piano Retransition +5/-2/+5 

C 171 Piano Retransition +5/-12(-6/-6) 
B 172 Piano Retransition +5/-10/+5 
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Table 12. Motivic shapes and locations in the recapitulation 

Melodic Shape 
(A, B, C) Measure(s) Instrument(s) Formal 

Section Contour 

A 179 Flute, violin, viola, cello, 
double-bass Theme 1 -2/+1/-7 

A 180 Violin, viola, cello, double-
bass Theme 1 -8/+2/-7 

A 181 Piano Theme 1 -8/+2/-7 

A 183 Flute, violin, viola, cello, 
double-bass Theme 1 -3/+1/-7 

A 184 Violin, viola, cello, double-
bass Theme 1 -8/+1/-7 

C 199-200 Oboe, clarinet Theme 1 +10(+5/+2/+3) 

C 200-201 Piano Theme 1 +10(+5/+2/+3) 

A 212 Oboe Intro to 
theme 2 -4/+1/-9 

B 214 Violin Intro to 
theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

B 219 Piano Theme 2 +5/-10/+5 

A 223 Oboe Theme 2 -4/+1/-9 

A 224 Clarinet, violin Theme 2 -6/+1/-9 

A 225 Piano Theme 2 -7/+1/-8 

A 226 Piano Theme 2 -6/+1/-9 

A 227 Flute, violin Theme 2 -9/+1/-5 

C 236-237 Clarinet, piano Theme 2 +12(+5/+3/+4 
 

There is one other variation of the motive that occurs in this first movement.  It is found 

in the coda and it occurs four times between measures 252 and 262 in various instruments.   
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Example 40:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mm. 251-262 
-6 (-2 / - 2 /  - 2 ) +2 /-7(-3 /- 2 /- 2)   -5(-1/-2/-2)+2/-7(-3/-2/-2) 

< 3 4 4 3 5 1 > < 2 4 5 3 5 3 > 

 
-5(-2/-1/-2)/+2/-7(4/-1/-2) -5(-2/-1/-2)/+1/-7(-4/-1/-2) 

< 2 5 4 3 6 1 > < 2 5 4 3 6 1 > 

 
This melodic shape is an expansion of contour A as indicated in the interval space formula 

(interpolations).  It is expanded with stepwise motion between the first and second notes, and it 

adds a third and stepwise motion between the third and fourth notes of the original presentation.  

This expanded motivic statement comes back at the end of the second movement.  Both melodic 

contours cover about the same pitch distance, however, the original descends quickly, ascends by 

step, and then descends quickly by fifth.  The expanded version basically fills in the missing 

notes, and makes the motive longer in duration.  This kind of "developing variation" by 

expanding the motive through stepwise motion is typical for Reger but particularly consequent in 

this work; it is not typical in Brahms' works, which qualifies as a means of stylistic 

differentiation between the two composers.  In the first movement, Reger’s variation of the 
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motive not only alters the motive itself, but also alters the context by providing a different 

harmonization for the same melodic contour.  

In the second movement, Reger’s motivic treatment is primarily expanding the basic 

motive, as well as cyclic repetition of two different variations of the motive from the first 

movement.  This movement has a ternary form.  

Table 13:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 2, form 

Section Measures 

A 1-43 

B 44-60 

A 61-85 

Coda 86-96 
 

Both the A theme and the B theme consist of variations of the motive; however, the motive and 

its variations appear less in the second movement than in the first.  The opening of the A theme 

is an expansion of the melodic contour A. 

Example 41:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 2, m. 2-4, piano r.h. 

 
-4(-1/0/-3)/ + 1/-7(-2/-5) 

< 3 3 3 2 3 1 > 

If the motive in example 41 is broken down into its basic motions (the noninterpolated motions), 

then we have the outline of the basic motive from movement 1.123     

                                                 
123 The “basic” motions in example 38 are chosen as such because they are the extremes of each direction - where 
the motive starts and ends, and then the lowest note before ascending, and the highest note before descending.   
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The B section begins with an altered version of the motive, contour A, in the piano right 

hand.  It first occurs in C major in m. 44.   

Example 42:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 2, B theme motive, mm. 44-46 

 
+5(0/+3/+2)/- 7/0/+9/-7 

< 0 3 2 1 4 0 > 

The motivic variation in example 42 begins with the first pitch an octave lower than the first 

pitch in contour A.  If the E-natural in m. 44 of example 42 is transposed up an octave, then the 

basic melodic contour would be -9/+2/-7, which looks much more like the contour of example 

31.     

There is motivic variation in the B section of this second movement similar to the second 

theme of the first movement (compare example 35 from the first movement with example 43). 

Example 43:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 2, mm. 52-53, piano r.h. 
+5/-10/+5 

< 0 1 0 0 2 0 > 
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This iteration of the motive has the same pitch classes (different octave) as that of the second 

theme in the piano in the first movement (m. 71 example 35) However, the instrumentation and 

harmonization are different between the two examples.  In example 35, it is just the piano; in 

example 43, it is the piano with most of the orchestra, excluding bassoon, trumpet and timpani.  

Both examples begin with a D-flat major chord, but then the rest of the harmonies in each 

example are different.  While this motivic variation has a slightly different rhythm than example 

35, it maintains the pitches and changes the context (orchestration and harmonization) in which 

the pitches are heard. 

The expanded motivic variation heard at the end of the first movement is heard at the end 

of the second movement as well.  

Example 44: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 2, mm. 88-90, oboe, clarinet 

 
-3(-1/-2)/+2/-9(-4/-1/-2/-2) 

< 2 5 4 3 6 1 > 

 
The melodic contour begins on its highest pitch, then descends, ascends a half step, and descends 

to the final note.  The basic contour (without the filler notes) shown in example 44 is: -3/+2/-9.  

Compare this to the contours of the basic motive in example 31: -2/+1/-7 and -8/+2/-7.  The size 

of the first interval varies the most, but the middle interval is some kind of second (minor or 
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major) and the final interval is at least a perfect fifth.  This expanded version of the motive is 

heard twice at the end of the second movement.  The second time, it occurs in the violins.   

Example 45:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 2, violins 1, 2 mm. 90-92 

 
-3(-1/-2)+2/-7(-4/-1/-2) 

 < 2 3 3 2 4 1 > 

 
Not only does Reger repeat and develop the basic motive which generates the formal structure, 

but he also treats interpolations of the motive cyclically, repeating these motives in multiple 

movements.   

The final movement of the piano concerto offers more motivic variations, one of which is 

the opening as well as a brand-new theme in the development section.  One of the common 

features of variation here is the rhythm.  Like the first movement, this third movement is in 

sonata form.   

Table 14:  Reger, Piano Concerto, mvt 3, form 

Section Measures 

Introduction 1-10 

Exposition 11-120 

Development 121-209 

Recapitulation 210-334 
 

The variations of the motive in this movement have different contours, similar to that of the first 

movement.  However, in the first movement, there are mainly three different melodic shapes that 

permeate it.  In the third movement, there are more melodic variations, but none of them saturate 

any particular formal section.  In the exposition, a motivic variation is found in the opening 
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measures of the piano introduction.  It is the same as contour A from the first movement in that 

they both descend, ascend and descend again.  Compare examples 46 and 31.   

Example 46: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, mm. 6-8, piano 

 
-8 / +1 / - 3       - 8     /  +1  /  - 3 

 < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

The pitches of the motive are marked by an “x” for noteheads.  The statements in example 46 are 

in the solo piano and part of the introduction to this final movement.  They provide an immediate 

cyclic connection to the previous movements through the integration of contour A.  The rhythm 

in example 46 is slightly different than that in example 31.  In example 31 and 33, the largest 

leap between consecutive pitches falls between the third and fourth notes.  In example 46 the 

largest leap is between the first and second notes.  The interval between the middle two pitches is 

either a major or a minor second in examples 31 and 33 as well as example 46.   

The next place the altered motive occurs in the third movement is near the end of the 

primary theme in the flute and upper strings.   

Example 47:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, m. 61-62, violin 

 
-7/+3/-5 -5/+3/-5 

< 0 1 2 1 2 0 >  < 0 2 1 0 3 0 > 
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This melodic shape is another version of contour A.  The motion in the motive in example 47 

descends, then ascends and descends again.  The middle interval has been enlarged from a minor 

or major second to a minor third, and the final interval between the third and fourth pitches is a 

perfect fourth instead of a fifth or larger.  The variation in example 47 is similar to that in 

example 46 because the larger interval occurs between the first two pitches instead of the last 

two pitches.  The rhythm is different from the first motive in example 31, but very close to the 

second motive in example 31.124   

Example 48 shows the motive repeating three times with a different melodic contour in 

the transition.   

Example 48: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, mm. 72-74, piano 

 
-13(-10/-3)+1        -10(-5/-5)+1      -8(-5/-3)+1 

< 1 1 1 0 0 0 >        < 1 1 1 1 2 0 >   < 1 1 1 1 2 0 > 

The melodic shape is altered slightly from the previous iterations in this movement.  The rhythm 

is the same as the first motivic statement in m. 3 of the first movement (example 31).  The 

melodic shape would be identical to the shape of contour A if the second note of each motive 

was placed as the fourth note and moved down an octave.  The half step between the third and 

fourth notes is also reminiscent of contour A.  The consecutive motivic statements in example 48 

are closely followed by the beginning of the secondary theme in the strings (followed soon by 

                                                 
124 In example 31, the second motivic statement is all quarter notes, and in example 47, both statements are all eighth 
notes – the rhythm is different, but consistent within the statement. 
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the woodwinds).   

Example 49:  Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, mm. 79-82 

 
-3(-2/-1)/+5 

 < 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

 
The melodic contour of this motive is similar to example 48.  The melody descends twice and 

then ascends to above the first pitch.  In example 48, the melody descends twice and then 

ascends a half step.  However, instead of ending on a pitch that is lower than the first note as the 

motive in example 48 does, the final note of the motive in example 49 is the highest pitch.  

Regarding the melodic contour, if the first pitch of example 49 was transposed down an octave, 

then the melodic shape would be a mirror of contour A:   Contour A = leap down, step up, leap 

down; example 49 with transposed first note would be leap up, step down, leap up.  This melody 

is heard again in the oboe in m. 86.   

The development section begins in m. 121 with a new melody in the bassoons, cellos and 

double basses.  The melody is new but based on the original motive.   

Example 50: Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, m. 120-125 bassoon, cello, double bass 

 
0/ 0+3/-1/-2 

< 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 
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The melodic contour for this iteration of the motive is different from the basic motive.  There are 

three pitches in this motivic variation, but six notes all together.  The extension is labeled in 

example 50.  Similar to the opening motive (example 31), there is a half-step between the second 

and third pitches.  As indicated by the contour, the motive skips a third, and then descends by 

consecutive stepwise motion.  If the final pitch is transposed up an octave, then the shape is 

again the mirror of contour A (see example 39).  The motive shape shown in example 50 not 

only offers a new melodic shape, but it also generates the beginning of the development.   

Another variation of the motive that occurs in the development section is shown in the 

following example: 

Example 51:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, m. 149 violin, viola 

 
+1 / - 1 / +5 

 < 1 0 0 1 1 0 > 

The interval of a second between notes two and three, and the leap up of a perfect fourth (which 

is the inversion of the leap down of a perfect fifth), and the rhythm, are the characteristics that 

draw an aural connection to the basic motive (example 31).  Another iteration of the motive 

occurs in the piano.   

Example 52:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, piano, mm. 172-173 

 
+9  / -9 (-7/-1/-1) 

< 2 1 1 1 1 0 >  
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This is an expansion of the basic motive with a different melodic shape.  Example 52 begins and 

ends on the same pitch.  Even though the order of intervals is different than those in example 31, 

the motive in example 52 still contains a descending perfect fifth and a minor second.  The theme 

from the development, example 50, does not come back in the recapitulation.   

The movement ends with a variation of the motive that takes the last note of the original 

motive, and puts it first.   

Example 53:  Reger, Piano Concerto op. 114, mvt 3, m. 330-331, flute, oboe, violin, clarinet 

 
+12 / - 4 / +1 

 < 1 1 0 1 0 0 > 

 
This variation of the motive is first heard in the viola, horn and clarinet in m. 328-329, then the 

clarinet, trumpet, and violin 2 in mm. 329-330, and finally in the flute, oboe, violin and clarinet 

in mm. 330-331 as shown in the previous example.  Instead of the first and last notes being the 

same, Reger moves the last note to the front of the motive and creates the motivic variation 

shown in example 53.   

Reger incorporates the basic motive into all three movements of the piano concerto.  He 

alters the context and the contour, while simultaneously maintaining certain aspects of the 

original motive, including pitch content, so that it is recognizable.  His use of the basic motive 

and its variations is extensive, as are his variations of the basic motive itself.    The motivic 

repetition and variation generates the formal structures of the movements in the piano concerto 

by highlighting formal significant beginnings and endings through the emphasis of the basic 
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motive and its variations.  In sum, the basic motive inundates the three movements, and provides 

a kernel for the development of form, particularly in the first and third movements.   
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CHAPTER 8 

INNER THEMES, REPETITION, AND MOTIVIC VARIATION IN THE STRING 

QUARTET, OP. 121 

Reger’s String Quartet in f-# minor, op. 121 (1911) uses a four-note motive from the 

closing theme in the exposition as its basic motive for the entire work.  Therefore, similarly to 

the d-minor piano quartet and the clarinet quintet, this piece “turns inward” for its primary 

motive.  This motive helps generate the formal design for much of the piece.  As in other works 

previously examined, the melodic contour and the resulting intervallic content of the motive are 

important features that help in the recognition of derivations of the motive throughout all four 

movements of the quartet.   

The first movement of the quartet is in sonata form as outlined in the following table.   

Table 15:  Formal Structure of mvt 1 String Quartet, op. 121 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-127 

Development 128-241 

Recapitulation 242-342 

Coda 343-393 
 

Table 16:  Expositional layout of first movement of String Quartet, op. 121 

Section Measures 
Theme 1 1 - 44 

Theme 2 45-75 

Theme 3 – part 1 (opening) 76-96 

Theme 3 – part 2 (closing) 97-127 
 
 

The exposition has three themes with the third theme having 2 parts (an opening theme and a 

closing theme).  This latter theme contains the decisive motive.   
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Example 54:  Reger – String Quartet, op. 121 mvt 1, m. 97-98, violin 1 & 2 

 
+3 / +2 / -5 

< 0 1 1 0 1 0 > 

 
The motive consists of four notes but only uses three pitches.  It begins and ends on the same 

pitch: A-natural.  There are multiple reasons the motive in example 54 is the basic motive.  

Considering Marvin’s claims that “contour is superior to pitch precision concerning retention and 

recognition of well-known melodies,” 125 we can assert that the repetition of the entire closing 

theme in a different movement as well as the repeated contour within the theme itself focuses the 

listener’s attention on this theme.  Therefore even though the opening measures of the quartet are 

a motivic variant, it is only after this inner theme is heard that the connection to those first few 

measures is recognizable through analysis.   

The closing section of the third theme first occurs in F major and is repeated in F-sharp 

major thus as transposition T1.  See both statements in example 55. There are two 8-bar phrases, 

each opening with the basic motive, and both continued with repetition and sequence 

respectively that relies on developing variation.  Measures 99-100 in example 54 show the 

repetition of a similar melodic contour immediately following the basic motive.  Based on these 

developmental procedures the closing theme appears to be quite consequential in terms of its 

motivic content: each two-bar unit varies the previous one within a quite clearly defined sentence 

structure (2+2+4 bars, with a sequence and a closing constituting the 4-bar unit of this sentence). 

                                                 
125 Marvin, 225. 
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Example 55:  Reger – String Quartet, op. 121 mvt 1, mm. 97-112, violin 1 

 
 

The closing of the third theme contains the basic motive, but the opening of the third 

theme begins with an expansion of the basic motive and intervallic content.  As a result of these 

changes, the melodic contour has been altered slightly.   

Example 56:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 1, exposition third theme opening, mm. 76-84.   

 
+2 / +1 / +2 / -7  

< 1 3 2 1 3 0 > 

 
The expansion of the motive results from the addition of 2 notes:  the D-sharp which fills in the 

skip of a third between the C-sharp and E-natural, and the repeated B-natural at the end of 
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measure 77.  After the A major statement shown in example 56, the beginning of the third theme 

is repeated in C-sharp major, followed by a partial repetition back in A major.  This thematic 

repetition is followed by the end of the closing theme as shown in example 55.   

The primary theme of this movement begins with a motivic variant.   

Example 57:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 1, opening motivic variation, mm. 1-9 
-3       /      0    /   - 8 

< 1 0 0 1 1 0 > 

 
 

The melodic contour of this variation is different from the previous two motivic statements.  

Instead of both ascending and descending, this melodic contour is descending only.  Despite the 

appearance of a motivic variation at the opening of the movement, the basic motive is found in 

the closing of the third theme.  The reason for this is Reger’s repetition of the entirety of that 

theme, as well as its sequencing within the theme itself (as shown in example 55) that 

emphasizes the melodic contour.   

Another variation of the motive is found in the opening tetrachord of the second theme of 

the exposition.  This variation begins and ends on the same pitch just as the basic motive at the 

end of the third theme.   
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Example 58:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 1, mm. 45-54, violin 1 
-1  /  +3    / -2 

< 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 

 
 

The contour is different because the succession of pitches initially descends instead of ascends 

and the intervallic content is not identical.  However, both melodic contours approach their final 

pitch from above.  The other similarity between the motivic variation in example 58 and the 

basic motive is the rhythm.  Example 58 is long short long short, as is the basic motive.  Despite 

the rhythms not being identical, the long short long short pattern aurally highlights the motive in 

example 58 as related or connected to the basic motive.  As shown, variations of the basic motive 

mark, in some structural way (either the beginning or the ending) each of the themes in the 

exposition.   

In the recapitulation, Reger brings back the motive and its variations as expected.  The 

primary theme returns in mm. 241-242.  The secondary theme is transposed up a fourth (or down 

a fifth) as expected.  The opening of the third theme occurs in measure 300 and has also been 

transposed down a fifth.  It first occurs in D major, and then the first few measures are repeated 

up a major third, just as in the exposition, transposing the theme to F-sharp major, the parallel 
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major of the key of the movement.  While Reger does not always follow the convention of 

placing every theme in the key of the ‘tonic,’ he does put part of the opening of the third theme 

in the tonic key, but in F-sharp major instead of F-sharp minor.  The closing of the third theme is 

also transposed in the recapitulation.  However, instead of transposition down a fifth, it is 

transposed up a half step (as in the exposition) from F-sharp major to G major.  

The second movement of the string quartet is in ABA form.   

Table 17:  Formal Structure of mvt 2 of String Quartet, op. 121 

Section Measures 

A 1-87 

B 88-217 

A 218-294 

Coda 295-344 
 

The opening of the movement contains a variation of the basic motive.    

Example 59:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 2, opening measure 

 
+1 / -1 / -4 

< 1 0 0 1 1 0 > 

 
The key of this movement is D major.  Instead of beginning and ending on the same note, the 

motive returns to the opening pitch on the third note.  The largest interval in this variation of the 

motive is a perfect fourth, just like the original basic motive in the first movement.  The melodic 

contour of example 59 is a reverse of the basic motive:  compare the contours between example 

54 and 59:  +3/+2/-5; +1/-1/-4.  The melodic contour in example 54 begins with an ascent of a 

perfect fourth over the span of two pitches, or two combined intervals. The contour in example 
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59 ends with a descent of a perfect fourth over the span of two pitches or two combined 

intervals.   

The motivic iteration shown in example 59 is part of a larger theme. 

Example 60:  Reger – String Quartet op. 121, mvt 2, mm. 1-8 
-2 / -2 / -1 

< 1 2 1 1 1 0 > 

 
 

There are two motivic variations in the opening theme of this movement.  The repeated note is 

missing from the variation of the motive shown in measure two of example 60, but it is still 

related to the basic motive through its outlining of a perfect fourth.  Even though there are four 

notes in the basic motive, the second fourth (labeled in example 60) is almost like a subset of the 

basic motive.  If the basic motive had the opening third filled in, it would be an ascending perfect 

fourth.  If the interpolated perfect fourth began with an F-sharp and ascended up to B-natural 

instead of descending stepwise from B-natural to F-sharp, then it would more resemble the basic 

motive, but with a filled-in fourth.  Therefore, this derivation is a subset of the basic motive even 

though they both have the same number of notes.  The interval vector for this variation is similar 

to the interval vector for the opening motive for this second movement, except for the higher 

number of intervals.   
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The end of the A section is marked by a repeat of the end of the third theme of the first 

movement.   

Example 61:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 2, mm. 74-81, violin 2 

 
 

Example 61 is taken from movement 2, but when compared to the first 8 measures of example 

55, it is the exact same pitches and theme, simply transposed down an octave and assigned to the 

second violin.  Just as this theme has marked the ending of previous formal sections, here it 

marks the end of the A section of this movement.  It is this second complete iteration in a 

different movement that indicates the significance of this theme to the listener, and therefore why 

it is considered to contain the basic motive for the piece.   

The opening motive from the A section permeates the entire movement, including the B 

section.  In this movement, the B section acts more like a development section than a separate B 

section.   

Example 62:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 2, mm. 88-91 
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As shown in the example 62, the motive variation from the opening of this second movement is 

stated at the beginning of the B section, and then developed and varied throughout (the third and 

fourth measures of example 61).  This is transposed up a whole step and repeated in measures 

92-95.  The remainder of the B section is filled with repetitions and transpositions and altered 

melodic contour variants of the motive.  The rhythm of the motive remains intact throughout the 

movement.  Some of the other altered motivic iterations in the B section are shown in example 

63. 

Example 63:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 2, B Section motivic variants 

 
 

The return of the A section in m. 218 repeats the opening theme as expected.  However, 

instead of repeating the closing theme at the same pitch level, it transposes that theme down a 

fifth to the key of B-flat major.   

Example 64:  Reger – String Quartet op 121, mvt 2, mm. 285-293, violin 2 

 
 

The end of the theme is slightly different than in the first A section.126  This is the sixth time this 

theme has been heard in its entirety (four times in the first movement, twice in this movement). 

The sonata rondo of the third movement has the following formal design:   

  

                                                 
126 Compare the end of example 64 to the end of example 61. 
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Table 18:  Reger – String Quartet, op. 121 mvt 3 form 

Section Measures 
A 1-16 
B 17-30 
A 31-51 
C 52-63 
A 64-75 
B 76-86 
A 87-91 

 
The first vertical sonority of the movement is a B-flat major chord, so Reger acknowledges the 

tonic of the key at the beginning.  Despite the briefness of the B-flat major sonority, the tempo is 

so slow (sixteenth note = 66) that the sound lasts longer than it appears to.  There are four A 

sections in this movement, and only three of them are marked by the opening shown in example 

65.  The motivic variant in the third movement is found in the opening few measures, and at the 

return of the A section.  

Example 65:  Reger – String Quartet, op 121 mvt 3, mm. 1-2, violin 1 

 
+3   /     - 2 / +1  /-2 /-2/-2 

< 3 4 2 2 3 1> 

 
This variation of the motive is an ornamented extension of the basic motive, but inverted.  The 

basic shape by itself would be F – A flat – G – F (+/-/-), compared to the melodic shape of the 

basic motive +/+/-.  As shown in example 65, an F-sharp is added between the A-flat and G 

natural, and the end of the motive extends two more notes in a stepwise descent from F-natural 
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through E-flat to D-flat.  In this third movement, this opening motivic variation helps identify the 

movement’s large-scale form through its appearance later in m. 63.  The use of the motivic 

variations in this movement is minimal but important to generating the formal design.   

Sonata form is the design for the final movement of this string quartet, the layout of 

which is shown in table 19.   

Table 19:  Reger – String Quartet, op. 121 mvt 4 form 

Section Measures 
Exposition 1-113 

Development 114-249 
Recapitulation 250-376 

Coda 377-416 
 

Table 20:  Reger – Expositional layout of fourth movement 

Section Measures 
Primary theme 1-22 

Transition 23-55 
Secondary theme 56-81 

Closing 82-113 
 

The opening of the exposition includes a motivic variant at the beginning of the primary theme. 

Example 66:  Reger – String Quartet, op. 121 mvt 4, mm. 1-9 
+3  /  -2 / -1 

< 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 
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The motivic variation in example 66 begins and ends on the same pitch, just as the original 

motive in movement one (ex. 54).  The contour is altered as is the resulting intervallic content.  

The end of the motivic variant in the fourth movement fills in the initial leap between the first 

and second notes.  In the original motive, the largest leap occurs between the third and fourth 

notes.   

This opening of the fourth movement was first heard in the development of the first 

movement (albeit transposed to a different pitch class).   

Example 67:  Reger – String Quartet, op. 121 mvt 1, mm. 148-149, violin 1 

 
+3   /    -1  /  -2 

 < 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 

The second beat of m. 149, see example 67, is transposed down by a third compared with its 

transposition proper of the opening of the fourth movement.  The meter in the first movement is 

¾ but the meter of the last movement is cut time.  The rhythm looks different but basically has 

the same feel (compare examples 66 and 67).   The interval vectors for the motives in examples 

66 and 67 are identical.  The only motivic variation in the fourth movement is that of the primary 

theme.  While the incorporation of motivic variations is minimal in this movement, it is still 

important through its cyclic use in the first and fourth movements.      

Similar to the d-minor piano quartet and the clarinet quintet, it is Reger’s inner thematic 

moments that draw the listener’s initial attention in this string quartet.  In addition to his cyclic 
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treatment of the motive through its development, Reger also recalls eight measures of the closing 

of the third theme in the second movement at the same pitch class level, in addition to transposed 

versions.  Reger foreshadows the primary theme of the final movement, transposed, in the 

development section of the first movement.  The closing of the third theme from the first 

movement not only provides the basic motive for the entire work, but is also heard in multiple 

movements, bringing even more attention to this theme and its motive.  Variation and 

consistency both play a significant role in this work.  Despite variations of the motive found 

earlier in the first movement, it is the acceptance of the closing theme as the basic motive that 

allows the relationships to other moments in the same movement and in other movements to be 

recognized.   
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CHAPTER 9 

MOTIVIC VARIATION, CYCLICISM AND FORM IN REGER’S  

E MINOR PIANO TRIO, OP. 102 

Reger’s E minor Piano Trio was written in 1907-8, only 4 years prior to his op. 121 string 

quartet explored in the previous chapter.  These two pieces share some similarities:  they are both 

late chamber works and they both include a difficult to differentiate sonata rondo form for their 

respective third movements.  Unlike the String quartet (and d-minor piano quartet), the piano trio 

does not look to an inner theme for its basic motive.127  This piece is different from the previous 

works analyzed in that it has multiple motives that generate its form compared to the previous 

works that are primarily generated from one motive.      

The form of the first movement of the piano trio is sonata form.   

Table 21:  Reger – Piano Trio, mvt 1, formal structure 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-133 

Development 134-248 

Recapitulation 249-371 

Coda 372-397 
 

The basic motive for this movement is found in the first two measures.  This opening motive is a 

motivic introduction – much like the opening of Brahms’ Third Symphony.128 

  

                                                 
127 The basic motive in Reger’s piano concerto was also from the opening thematic material. 
128 The motivic introduction in Brahms’ third symphony is a measure in length; in the first movement of Reger’s 
piano trio it is 8 measures.  
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Example 68:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1 mm. 1-2 

 
+1 / -2 / +1 

 <2 1 0 0 0 0> 

 
This motive is made up of only 3 pitch classes, but there are four notes total:  it begins and ends 

on the same pitch.  All motion is a half-step around the beginning and ending pitch, with the 

largest interval being a whole step spelled as a diminished third between the second and third 

notes – chromatic neighbor tones.  This motive is varied and developed in all four movements, 

however it saturates the first movement. 

Example 69:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1, mm. 13-16 

 
-1 / -1 / +1 

< 2 1 0 0 0 0 > 
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Example 69 shows 3 different versions of the motive.  The incomplete transposed motive has the 

first three notes of the motive leaving out the final return to the first pitch.  The transposed 

motive is a complete statement of the motive transposed (in this iteration, it is transposed down a 

perfect fifth).  The transposed motive with a varied melodic contour has the same intervallic 

content, but the order of the pitches changes the melodic contour:  example 68 +/-/+ compared to 

mm. 15-16 of example 69 -/-/+.  The repeated note is in the second and fourth places instead of 

the first and last.  Example 69 also shows the more articulated and less lyrical style of Reger’s 

primary thematic areas in his sonata forms.   

The secondary theme first appears in measure 82.  It is lyrical and briefly establishes a 

tonal center.   

Example 70:  Reger – Piano Trio, op 102, mvt 1, second theme, mm. 82-86 cello 
Second motive 

 
+7 (+2/+2/+3)/-7/+4 

< 0 2 1 1 2 0 > 

This theme opens with a motive that is not a variation of the first theme.  However, it serves as a 

second basic motive which is varied and repeated.  This motive is six notes long, but it consists 

of only four pitches since the last two notes are repetitions of two of the previous notes.  The 

theme is heard first in D-major and quickly repeated in B-major.  However, instead of closing the 

exposition with the second theme, or a different closing theme, Reger returns to the opening 

motive to close out the exposition.   
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Example 71:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1, mm. 99-102 

 
 

Typically, the latter part of the exposition focuses solely on the second theme.  However, after 

only seventeen measures, Reger brings back the opening motive, and continues to saturate the 

exposition with transpositions and altered versions of it (see examples 69 and 71). 

The development section includes variations of both the primary and secondary themes, 

but focuses more on the opening motive.  An example of this is at the very beginning of the 

development section.   
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Example 72:  Reger – Piano Trio op 102, mvt 1, mm. 134-138 

 
 

Another motivic variant of the primary basic motive occurs in the development. 

Example 73:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1 m. 138-140, piano, beginning of development 

 
0 /     +3    /     -5  /     +2    

<0 1 1 0 1 0> 

The contour numbers indicate that the ascent is equal to the descent.  The first and last pitch are 

the same just as in the basic motive.  This variation also follows the same directional path as the 

opening motive:  up, down, up.  Hence, the aural connection to the opening motive.  Compare 

the derivation in example 73 to the variation in example 69 (transposed motive with altered 

melodic contour).  The variation in example 73 has the same melodic contour as the basic motive 

but expands the intervals from half steps to a minor third and major seconds. This variation also 

repeats the first pitch before moving to the second pitch of the motive (the third note in this 

iteration).  The largest interval in this variation of the motive is a perfect fourth between the third 

and fourth notes. 
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The second theme is found in the development in its entirety.  It is not very long to begin 

with, however, typically the themes from the exposition are fragmented into smaller units and 

developed.  Instead the second theme appears twice in its entirety.   

Example 74:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1, ex 9, mm. 166-170, 175-179 

 
 

A different formally significant moment Reger brings back in a different movement is the 

retransition.   

Example 75:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1, mm. 236-240 

 
 

The material in example 75 comes back in the third movement.  In the third movement, it also 

serves as a closing theme: this time in the final A section before the Coda.   

In the recapitulation, the secondary theme returns in m. 320 down a third from the 

exposition in the key of the major dominant (B-major).  It is repeated down a minor third in the 
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key of G-sharp major.  Also as in the exposition, the opening motive returns soon after the 

secondary theme, this time down a minor third from the exposition.  The first authentic cadence 

in the tonic of e minor is finally reached in m. 381, in the coda.  The following tables show all of 

the locations of the motives and their variations and repetitions. 

Table 22: Motivic contour types and locations in exposition 

Motivic Shape Measures Instrumentation Formal Location Contour 

Basic motive 1-2 Violin, cello Introduction +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 4-5 Violin, cello Introduction +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 7-8 Violin, cello Introduction +1/-2/+1 

Incomplete 
Basic Motive 
(IBM) 

13 Piano Primary theme +1/-2 

IBM 14 Cello, piano Primary theme +1/-2 

Incomplete 
w/altered 
contour (IAC) 

14 Piano rh Primary theme +1/+1 

Basic motive 15-16 Cello Primary theme +1/-2/+1 

Altered contour 15-16 Piano lh Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Basic motive 
filled in (BMFI) 22-23 Violin, cello Primary theme +1/-1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 24 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 25 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 26 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Basic motive 
with altered 
rhythm and 
filler notes 

27-28 All Primary theme 0/+1/0/-
2/+1/+2/-2 

Altered contour 35-36 Piano rh Primary theme +1/+1/-1 

Altered contour 52 Piano rh Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 53 Piano rh Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 54 Piano rh Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 55 Piano rh Transition -1/-1/+5 

(table continues) 
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Motivic Shape Measures Instrumentation Formal Location Contour 
Basic motive 58 Violin, cello Transition +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 58 Piano rh Transition +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 59 Piano rh Transition +1/-2/+1 

Altered contour 61 Violin Transition +1/+2/-2 

Altered contour 63 Violin Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 64 Violin Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 79 Violin, cello Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 80 Violin, cello Transition -1/-1/+1 

Incomplete 
altered contour 
(IAC) 

98 Cello Secondary theme -1/-1 

IAC 98 Violin Secondary theme -1/-1 

IAC 98 Piano rh Secondary theme -1/-1 

Basic motive 99 Piano rh 
Closing theme 
(return to opening 
theme) 

+1/-2/+1 

IBM 100 Piano lh Closing theme  +1/-2 

Basic motive 101-102 Piano rh Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

IBM 101 Cello Closing theme +1/-2 

IBM 105 Violin Closing theme +1/-2 

IBM 111 Violin Closing theme -2/+1 

Basic motive 112-113 Cello Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 117-118 Violin Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

IAC 120-121 Violin Closing theme +1/+1 
 

A motivic variant in the development is one from example 69 – the transposed melodic 

variant with altered melodic contour.  An example of this motivic variation in the development is 

shown in example 76. 
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Example 76:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 1, mm. 181-184, violin and cello 

 
 

Table 23:  Motivic contour types and locations in development 

Motivic Shape Measures Instrumentation Formal Location Contour 
Basic motive 134-135 Piano Primary theme +1/-2/+1 

IBM 135-136 Piano Primary theme -2/+1 

Basic motive 136-137 Piano Primary theme +1/-2/+1 

IBM 137-138 Piano Primary theme -2/+1 

Expanded 
contour (EC) 138-140 Piano rh Primary theme 0/+3/-5/+2 

EC 141-143 Piano rh Primary theme 0/+3/-5/+2 

Basic motive 145-146 Violin Primary theme +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 147-148 Violin Primary theme +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 153-154 Cello Fortspinnung +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 156-157 Piano lh Fortspinnung +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive  157-158 Violin, cello Fortspinnung +1/-2/+1 

Altered contour 159-160 Violin, cello Fortspinnung -1/-1/+1 
Altered contour 181 Cello Fortspinnung -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 182 Violin, cello Fortspinnung -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 183 Violin, cello Fortspinnung -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 183-184 Violin, cello Fortspinnung -1/-1/+1 

(table continues) 
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Motivic Shape Measures Instrumentation Formal Location Contour 
Altered contour 203-205 Violin Retransition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 222 Piano rh Retransition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 223 Piano rh Retransition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 224 Piano rh Retransition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 225 Piano rh, last night 
violin, cello Retransition -1/-1/+1 

Basic motive 228 Violin, cello Retransition +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 228 Piano lh Retransition +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 229 Piano lh Retransition +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 229 Violin, cello Retransition +1/-2/+1 

Altered contour 229-230 Piano lh Retransition +1/-1/-1 

Altered contour 230 Violin, cello Retransition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 232 Violin, cello Retransition -1/-1/+1 
 
 

Table 24:  Motivic contour types and locations in recapitulation 

Motivic Shape Measures Instrumentation Formal Location Contour 
Basic motive 249-250 Violin, cello Introduction +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 252-253 Violin, cello Introduction +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 255-256 Violin, cello Introduction +1/-2/+1 

IBM 261 Piano Primary theme +1/-2 

IBM 262 Cello Primary theme +1/-2 

Basic motive 263-264 Cello Primary theme +1/-2/+1 

Altered contour 263-264 Piano lh Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 269 Piano lh Primary theme -1/+1/-2 

Altered contour 272 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 273 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 
Altered contour 274 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 275 Violin, cello Primary theme -1/-1/+1 

EBM 276-277 Violin, cello, piano 
rh Primary theme 0/+1/-2/+1/+2/-2 

(table continues) 
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Motivic Shape Measures Instrumentation Formal Location Contour 
Altered contour 301 Violin Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 302 Violin Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 317 Violin, cello Transition -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 318 Violin, cello Transition -1/-1/+1 

Basic motive 337-338 Piano rh Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

IBM 338 Piano lh Closing theme +1/-2 

IBM 339 Cello Closing theme +1/-2 

Basic motive 341-342 Cello Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

IBM 343 Violin Closing theme +1/-2 

Basic motive 355-356 Violin, cello Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 356 Cello Closing theme +1/-2/+1 

EBM 358-359 Violin, cello Closing theme 0/-1/0/+1/0/+1 

Basic motive 376-377 Piano Coda +1/-2/+1 

IBM 377 Cello Coda +1/-2 

IBM 378 Piano rh Coda +1/-2 

IBM 379 Violin, cello Coda +1/-2 

Basic motive 380-381 Violin, cello Coda – first e 
minor PAC +1/-2/+1 

Altered contour 384-385 Violin, cello Coda -1/-1/+1 

Altered contour 385-386 Violin, cello Coda -1/-1/+1 

Basic motive 388-389 Violin, cello Coda +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 391-392 Violin, cello Coda +1/-2/+1 

Basic motive 394-395 Violin, cello Coda +1/-2/+1 
 

The ternary design of the second movement is shown in the following table:   

Table 25:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 2, formal outline 

Section Measures 
A 1-97 

B 98-134 

A 135-210 
 

 



116 
 

The primary theme for the A section includes a motivic variant in the piano. 

Example 77:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 2, mm. 1-8 
+6/-1/-2/-1/-2 

 < 2 2 3 1 1 1 > 

B motive variation 

 
-1/  +2 

 < 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 

 
There are two motivic variations in example 77.  The contours and interval vectors are shown 

above.  The derivation of the basic motive in the expositional introduction is in the piano, mm. 3-

4.  The interval vector differs because the pitches are not all a half step away from each other.    

The variant ends on a vii07/c-minor – creating the expectation that the B-natural will resolve to 

C.  So instead of the up down up contour from the basic motive, the implied contour for this 

variation is down up (up).129  The opening of the movement in the strings, mm. 1-3, is a variation 

of the second theme in movement 1.  If you compare measures 1-3 of example 77 to measures 

                                                 
129 The final “up” is in parenthesis because the required note of resolution is not there, so it is an implied pitch 
direction. 
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82-83 in example 70, you can see example 77 is a reversed expanded version of the motive in 

example 70.   

The B section begins in m. 98 and is more lyrical than theme A.   

Example 78:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 2 mm. 98-105 

 
 

This theme is in E-major and is repeated before returning to the opening theme.  While Reger 

does not utilize the motive in this B theme, he does utilize the secondary theme to present a more 

lyrical theme that establishes a key.  The A section returns with the same material, and the 

movement finishes with a repeat of the A theme in the coda.  So in this second movement, two 

motivic variants highlight the beginning of the A theme thereby generating the ternary formal 

design.   

The form of the third movement is sonata rondo form.   

Table 26:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102 mvt 3 formal structure 

Section Measures 
A 1-17 
B 18-38 
A 39-48 
C 49-61 
A 62-69 
B 70-75 
A 76-96 

Coda 97-116 
 

The tempo for this movement is set fairly slow:  eighth note = 52-56, so naturally the primary 

theme seems more lyrical than typical Reger primary themes.  The opening of the A theme 
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contains a motivic variation.  

Example 79:  Reger – Piano Trio op. 102, mvt 3, mm. 1-2 

 
+2 /-2 /+4 (+2 /+2)/0 

< 0 2 0 1 0 0 > 

 
The upper voice of the piano right hand contains the motivic variation.  This variation contains 3 

pitch classes, each a second away from each other just as the basic motive from the introduction 

to the first movement.  However, instead of a minor-second between the pitch classes there is a 

major-second.  The melodic contour is altered as well.  Instead of beginning and ending on the 

middle pitch class, the motive begins on the lower pitch class (in this case, A-flat).  And it ends 

on the highest pitch class (C-natural), and there are two pitch classes repeated, so that the motive 

extends from four pitches to six.   

The B section also begins with a motivic variation.   

Example 80:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 3, mm. 18-21 

 
-2  /    0  +4(+2/+2)/  -2 /    0  /  +2 

< 0 2 0 1 0 0 > 
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As shown in example 80, the motivic variation contains 3 different pitch classes, all of which are 

repeated at least once (there are 8 notes total).  Instead of the pitch classes being a half-step apart, 

they are a whole-step apart as in the opening of the A theme of this movement.  The melodic 

contour of this motivic variation is different than the basic motive from the first movement.  The 

melodic contour is also different from the motivic variant shown in example 79, however the 

interval vector for both is the same.  This motive in example 80 begins on the middle pitch just 

as the basic motive, but it descends first, and has more repeated notes. 

The second A section is marked by a similar motivic variant to the opening of the 

movement, as well as a return to the opening “Largo” tempo, however it is not identical to the 

opening measures.   

Example 81:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 3, mm. 39-40 

 
+1 /  -1 /  +3 

<1 1 1 0 0 0> 

Instead of a consistent stepwise motion, the B-flat is omitted as the fourth pitch and the A-natural 

jumps right to a C-natural.  This section is canon-like regarding the entrances of each instrument.  

This canonic treatment is also found in the Coda section – marking the final iteration of the A 

theme.    
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Example 82:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 3, mm. 97-98, canonic entrances 

 
Immediately prior to the Coda, there are four measures that Reger uses to close this final A 

section that he has used prior in movement 1 to close out the development.   

Example 83:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 3, mm. 93-96 

 
 

Compare example 83 to example 75.  This iteration (ex 83) is a measure shorter than in example 

75, and this iteration does not imply A-flat-minor with a C-flat.  As in the first movement, this 

harmonic declaration marks the end of an internal formal section – in this case, the B section.  

This is an example of Reger’s cyclicism without variation.130  A feature of this cyclicism that 

                                                 
130 This repetition of a theme in a different movement is a feature that Reger used in his f-sharp minor string quartet 
as well.   
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helps it stand out is its repetition at the same pitch level.  Reger’s cyclicism includes multiple 

motives or themes.   

There is also motivic cyclicism of variations from the first movement in the sonata form 

fourth movement.   

Table 27:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102 mvt 4 formal structure 

Section Measures 

Exposition 1-93 

Development 94b-224a 

Recapitulation 224b-302 

Coda 303-342 
 

In this movement, the primary theme confidently proclaims the tonic key of e-minor in the 

opening, a somewhat rare feature for Reger’s sonata form movements and different from the 

opening of the first movement.   

Example 84:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 4, mm. 1-2 

 
+3 (+2/+1)/-3 (-1/-2)/+3 (+2/+1)/-3 (-1/-2) 

< 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 

 
The motivic variant in the opening of the movement is marked in example 84.  This variant 

consists of 3 pitch classes, with a whole step between the first and second pitch classes, and a 

half step between the second and third pitch class.  Instead of beginning and ending or returning 

to the middle pitch class (in this case, the F-sharp), the lowest pitch class, E-natural, is the 

beginning and ending note.  Compared to example 81 from the third movement, this (ex 84) 
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motivic variant has the same interval vector as ex 81.  However the melodic contour is different.  

Without careful analytical consideration, I do not think the listener would recognize any 

connection between these two different motivic statements, especially when they are in different 

movements and therefore not close in listening space.  Despite the difficulty of making an aural 

connection across different movements, these two motives are connected through their similar 

interval vectors and their identities as variations of the basic motive from the first movement.    

As has become expected in Reger’s sonata form movements, this primary theme is much 

more fragmentary than lyrical.  For an example of this fragmented and motivic based melody, 

see example 85 for the statement of the opening theme and motive in the key of the dominant in 

measures 11-13.   

Example 85:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 4, mm 11-13 

 
 

Reger also repeats this opening motive in the key of c-minor in mm. 22-24 and in the key of C-

major in mm. 31-32.   

There is a secondary theme that begins in m. 29.  It first appears in the key of the relative 

major, G major. This motive is not a variant of the basic motive, but it is a variant of the second 

theme of the first movement, first in G major and then in C major.  This variant is made up of 

only 3 pitch classes, however, instead of strictly utilizing intervals of a second between 

consecutive pitches, there is an interval of a third between the second and third notes.  While the 

motive in example 74 reaches to a perfect fifth above the first note, the motive in example 86 

reaches to a perfect fourth, and then returns down to the first note.  The variant begins on the 

lowest pitch class and repeats the middle pitch class (in the second and fourth pitch class spaces).  
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This motivic variation also has the same interval vector as a variation of the basic motive shown 

in example 73 from the first movement. 

Example 86:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 4, mm. 29-32 

 
+5(+2/+3)  /  -5(-3/-2) 

 <0 1 1 0 1 0> 

Reger repeats this secondary theme again, in the keys of G major and C major in 

measures 45-48 before he returns to the opening material in m. 55.  Then in measure 68, another 

theme appears.  This theme is first heard in C-sharp minor, and then repeated in B minor.  See 

example 87 for the C-sharp minor statement.   

Example 87:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 4, mm. 68-71 

 
0/ +3/-3(-1/-2)/0 

< 1 1 1 0 0 0 > 

 
The motivic variant for this theme is marked in example 87.  Reger again only uses three pitch 

classes and repeats the opening and ending pitch class.  However, the first pitch class is the 

lowest of the three pitch classes.  While this variant has a different melodic contour than the 
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variant used in the opening theme of this movement, the intervallic content is the same as the 

opening variant.  There is a whole-step between the first and second pitch classes, and a half step 

between the second and third. 

The development section begins with a repetition of the opening ten measures.  Other 

than the primary theme, one of the themes Reger brings back in the development of this 

movement is a motivic variant from the first movement.  The first appearance of this returning 

motivic variant in this movement’s development is found in mm. 163-165 in the strings.   

Example 88:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mm. 163-165, mvt 4 

 
+1      /      -1     / +4   /    +1 

< 2 0 1 2 1 0 > 

The motivic variant is shown in its entirety in example 88.  Compare this to measures 22-23 in 

the first movement.   

Example 89:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mm. 22-23, strings, mvt 1 

 
+1    /  -2(-1/-1)       +1 

< 2 1 0 0 0 0 > 

 
The only difference between these two variants, is the interval and melodic direction between the 

third and fourth pitch classes.  In example 88, the interval is an ascending major third, and in 

example 89, the interval is a descending half-step.  The melodic contour of example 89 is very 

similar, almost identical, to the basic motive.  However, the interval between the second and 
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third pitch classes (a diminished third) of the original motive has been filled in in example 89.  

There is a definite aural connection between these two iterations. 

The recapitulation in the second half of m. 224 marks the return of the opening material 

in the tonic key of e minor.  Reger repeats this opening material in the key of the dominant as he 

did in the exposition.  The secondary theme is first stated in the key of E major, and it is not 

repeated as it was in the exposition.  The final theme is transposed down an enharmonic minor 

third from C-sharp minor (D-flat minor) to B-flat minor, and then from B-minor (C-flat minor) to 

A-flat minor.  The Coda begins with a statement of the opening theme (the first two measures 

repeated in B-flat minor, then back to E minor).  Reger brings back the motivic variant from the 

development again in the Coda.   

Example 90:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 4, mm. 311-312 

 
As the Coda and the entire work comes to a close, Reger brings back the opening motive in its 

original form (octave, instruments with added piano).  

Example 91:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102, mvt 4, mm. 332 

 
 

The repetition of the basic motive at the same pitch level is an obvious reference to the opening 

of the first movement as Reger closes out the entire work.  There are no other pitch classes in this 
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measure, so the harmony is simply implied:  i – N – V –  i.    However, the final non-tonic 

harmony in m. 339 is a Fr6/e minor.   

Example 92:  Reger – Piano Trio, op. 102 mm. 339-340 

 
This chord includes F-natural and D-sharp.  This suggests that the basic motive is a melodic 

working out of the final two chords or the final non-tonic chord is a vertical summation of the 

basic motive from the first movement.  Since this is the end of the entire work, the latter of these 

two options is more probable. 

There are three distinct characteristics of the basic motive and its variations that aid in 

recognizing where they appear in the context of this piece:  the repetition of a note, the use of 3 

pitch classes, and the use of half-steps.131   There are three different motives that Reger uses in 

multiple movements of the piano trio.  Not only is Reger’s treatment of the basic motive cyclical, 

but his treatment of other themes is also cyclical.  However, the one thing that consistently shows 

up in each movement in some way is the basic motive from the opening of the first movement.   

 

  

                                                 
131 Reger did not always use half steps in his motivic variants for this work, but more often than not there was at 
least one half step used in the iterations.  
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CHAPTER 10 

CONCLUSIONS 

Reger consistently incorporates a motive in his music, and manipulates, or develops this 

motive through variation thereby marking structurally significant moments of the form.  His 

primary method of variation is through the melodic contour.  Reger’s melodic contours and the 

intervallic content of and in his motives often mark formally significant or significant moments 

of formal structure.   By comparison, Brahms’ treatment of motives through developing variation 

also mark significant moments of formal structure, but instead of specifically marking the 

beginning and ends of parts of the form, Brahms’ motives are the transitions from the end of one 

formal section to the beginning of the next.  Both Reger and Brahms’s use of developing 

variation is generative regarding form.  However, for Brahms, the identification of his formal 

structures are not dependent on the identification of the motives because Brahms maintains a 

traditional tonal structure despite his pushing of harmonic boundaries.  Reger on the other hand, 

does not maintain a traditional tonal structure; his treatment and development of motives is often 

the only thing that gives any sense of structure within his music.  For example in the first 

movement of the E minor piano trio,  Reger does not cadence in E minor until the Coda in m. 

381.  This lack of tonal clarity throughout Reger’s music necessitates something else provide 

structure for the listener, and as I have shown throughout this dissertation, that something is 

Reger’s motivic treatment and development. 

Reger is very extensive with his use and variation and development of the motive.  In the 

case of the D minor piano quartet, Reger mainly varies the motive through transposition.  

Regardless of the movement, the harmonization of the basic motive is consistent.  The other 

pieces analyzed in this dissertation are more complex in their treatment and variation of the 
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motives.  Consistently in each piece, the melodic contour and the intervallic content play an 

important role in the aural recognition of motivic variations.  Sometimes the setting and the 

motive are the same, but together they are in a different context.  Other times, the setting is the 

same but the melodic contour and subequently the intervallic content are different.  Even as the 

melodic contour is altered, there is still a similiar contour, or a specific interval, which is aurally 

recognizable.  Reger will sometimes expand or shorten the motive, adding or removing notes 

within and around the original motive when it appears in other movements (if in a cyclic multi-

movement work).   

Reger’s approach to developing variation is very subtle.  Melodic contour plays an 

important role in the recognition of motivic variations within his music.  Even though tonal 

stability is a somewhat rare feature in his music, Reger often provides the initial basic motive in 

a moment of tonal stability – as shown in this dissertation the tonally stable moments often occur 

in secondary or inner thematic or formally structural locations.  The density of Reger’s music 

causes an inability for a listener or analyst to instantly recognize a motive as significant.  In this 

regard, all music analysis is retrospective, because it is only in listening to and absorbing the 

entire work that the listener can accurately understand what is going on in a piece of music.  

Reger’s works are considered to be particularly difficult to understand upon first, and multiple 

subsequent hearings.  But through his setting of his motives, he eventually draws the listener’s 

attention to a given moment in a work, and this moment often begins to slowly clarify the rest of 

the piece.    My analysis in this dissertation offers multiple works in various ensembles.  While 

Reger’s motivic variation strategy differs in each piece, his use of motive and its development to 

mark formally structural moments of significance is a consistent feature in his music.   
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 Reger’s music offers glimpses of lyrical melodies that draw in the listener, but his 

lyrical melodies rarely continue for longer than eight measures.  He pushes the boundaries of 

tonality while avoiding a sense of tonal structure.  This lack of structure is both interesting and 

confusing and is aided by Reger’s treatment and development of motive in his music.  It is this 

treatment and development of motive that I have focused on in this dissertation.  Now that a 

sense of structure has been demonstrated, it is my hope that further research on Reger’s music 

will reveal more clarity and encourage more performances of his works.  This music could also 

be used pedagogically for undergraduate students.  The harmonic progressions are more difficult 

to understand and would provide a challenge in the upper undergraduate theory core classes.    



130 
 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Adorno, Theodor W.  Julian Brand and Christopher Hailey trans.  Alban Berg:  Master of the 
Smallest Link.  Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1991. 

Adorno, Theodor W. and Alban Berg.  Ed by Henri Lonitz. Trans by Wieland Hoban.  
Correspondence 1925-1935.  Cambridge:  Policy Press, 2005. 

Anderson, Christopher, trans and ed. Selected Writings of Max Reger.  New York:  Routledge, 
2006. 

Anderson, Christopher.  “Reger in Bach’s Notes:  On Self-Image and Authority in Max Reger ‘s 
Bach Playing.”  The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  749-770. 

Bergé, Pieter, ed.  Musical form, forms & Formenlehre:  three methodological reflections.  
Leuven:  Leuven University Press, 2009. 

Bittmann, Antonius.  “Negotiating Past and Present:  Max Reger and Fin-de-siècle 
Modernisms.”  Ph.D. diss., Eastman School of Music:  University of Rochester, 2000. 

Bittmann, Antonius.  “Brahms, Strauss, Sheep, and Apes:  Reger’s ‘Heroic’ Struggle with 
Tradition.”  The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter 2004):  708-731. 

Bittman, Antonius.  Max Reger and Historicist Modernism.  Baden-Baden:  Verlag Valentin 
Kerner, 2004. 

Bonds, Mark Evans.  Wordless Rhetoric:  musical form and the metaphor of the oration.  
Harvard University Press:  Cambridge, 1991. 

Botstein, Leon.  “History and Max Reger.”  The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter 2004):  
617-627. 

Brent-Smith, Alexander.  “Max Reger.”  The Musical Times, vol. 66, no. 988 (June 1, 1925):  
497-499. 

Brinkmann, Reinhold, trans. Antonius Bittmann.  “A ‘Last Giant in Music’:  Thoughts on Max 
Reger in the Twentieth Century.”  The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  631-
659. 

Caplin, William.  Classical Form:  A Theory of Formal Functions for the Instrumental Music of 
Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 1998. 

Dahlhaus, Carl.  Between Romanticism and Modernism:  four studies in the music of the later 
nineteenth century.  Translated by Mary Whittall.  Berkeley:  University of California 
Press, 1980. 

Dahlhaus, Carl.  Realism in nineteenth-century music.  Trans by Mary Whittall.  Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 1985. 



131 
 

Deutsch, Diana, ed.  “The Processing of Pitch Combinations.”  The Psychology of Music.  
(Academic Press:  London, 2013). 

Frisch, Walter.  Brahms and the Principle of Developing Variation.  Berkeley:  University of 
California Press, 1984. 

Frisch, Walter.  “The Music of Max Reger.”  The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter, 2004):  
628-630. 

Harrison, Daniel.  “A Theory of Harmonic of Motivic Structure for the music of Max Reger.”  
Ph.D. diss., Yale University 1986. 

Harrison, Daniel.  Harmonic Function in Chromatic Music:  a renewed dualist theory and an 
account of its precedents.  Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 1994. 

Harrison, Daniel.  “Max Reger’s Motivic Technique:  Harmonic Innovations at the Borders of 
Atonality.”  Journal of Music Theory 35, no. 1 (1991):  61-92. 

“Herr Max Reger.”  The Musical Times.  (June 1, 1909):  387. 

Mead, Andrew.  “Listening to Reger.”  The Musical Quarterly 87, no. 4 (Winter 2004), Oxford 
University Press:  681-707. 

Popp, Susanne, Susanne Shigihara.  Max Reger at the Turning Point to Modernism:  an 
illustrated volume with documents from the collection of the Max Reger Institute.  Bonn:  
Bouvier Verlag Herbert Grundmann, 1988. 

Reger, Max.  Piano Quartet in d minor, op. 113.  1910. 

Reger, Max.  Piano Trio in e minor, op. 102.  1891. 

Reger, Max.  String Quartet, op. 121, 1911. 

Rehding, Alexander. Hugo Riemann and the Birth of Modern Musical Thought.  Cambridge:  
Cambridge University Press, 2003. 

Rosen, Charles.  Arnold Schoenberg.  Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1975. 

Rosen, Charles.  Sonata Forms.  New York:  W. W. Norton & Company, 1988. 

Rosenfeld, Paul. The New Republic. “An Erudite Composer.” November 11, 1916, 48. 

Rufer, Josef.  Composition with 12 Notes.  Translated by Humphrey Searle.  London:  Barrie and 
Rockliff, 1954. 

Schenker, Heinrich.  Harmonielehre.  Vienne:  University Edition, 1978. 

Schmalfeldt, Janet.  In The Process of Becoming.  New York:  Oxford University Press, 2011. 



132 
 

Schoenberg, Arnold.  Style and Idea.  Edited by Leonard Stein.  Translated by Leo Black.  New 
York:  St. Martin’s Press, 1975. 

Strauss, Richard.  Recollections and Reflections.  Edited by Willi Schuh.  Translated by L. J. 
Lawrence.  London:  Boosey and Hawkes Limited, 1953. 

West Marvin, Elizabeth, Paul A. Laprade.  “Relating Musical Contours:  Extensions of a theory 
for contour.”  Journal of Music Theory vol 31, no. 2 (Autumn, 1987:  225-267).    


	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	LIST OF TABLES
	LIST OF MUSICAL EXAMPLES
	CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION
	CHAPTER 2. RECEPTION AND CRITICISM:  REGER AND HIS MUSIC
	CHAPTER 3. CONSIDERATIONS OF ANALYTICAL METHODS
	CHAPTER 4. FORM IN LATE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURIES
	CHAPTER 5. CYCLICISM AND RETROSPECTIVE FORMAL INTERPRETATION:  MOTIVIC ANALYSIS IN REGER’S D MINOR PIANO QUARTET
	CHAPTER 6. MOTIVIC DEVELOPMENT:  GENERATING FORM IN REGER’S CLARINET QUINTET
	CHAPTER 7. MOTIVIC VARIATION AND FORM GENERATION IN REGER’S PIANO CONCERTO
	CHAPTER 8. INNER THEMES, REPETITION, AND MOTIVIC VARIATION IN THE STRING QUARTET, OP. 121
	CHAPTER 9. MOTIVIC VARIATION, CYCLICISM AND FORM IN REGER’S  E MINOR PIANO TRIO, OP. 102
	CHAPTER 10. CONCLUSIONS
	BIBLIOGRAPHY



