





the halves are exact mirror images of each other in terms of pitch and rhythm. What I discovered
after finding all of the expressions of the row in the piece is that Webern is able to achieve this
by pairing some form of the row with its retrograde, thus creating the phrase. The nature of doing
this is that the first half of the original form is identical to the second half of its retrograde and
vice-versa. He expresses each form in the phrase in a different hand, and then in the middle of
the phrase, swaps the rows so that they switch staves. This way, the first half of the original form
and the second half of its retrograde are in one hand and the first half of the retrograde and the
second half of the original form are in the other, thus completing the palindrome. An example of

this is illustrated below, where the solid line bisects the palindrome:

That being said, however, he does not stick 100% to this formula. In measure 16, for
instance, there are two chords in the middle of the phrase that are not the same, but if omitted,
the rest of the phrase still forms a palindrome. It is harder to hear that this is a palindrome,
though, because one note that is part of the palindrome is in the same chord as three other notes
that are not part of the palindrome, so the symmetry is skewed.

Another interesting element of this movement is the way that he separates notes of a
chord into the two hands. In most of the piece, whenever there is a chord comprised of elements
from both forms, the two hands always separate the forms, meaning that all of the notes from a

single form are in one hand, like below:
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Occasionally there would be notes that were part of both forms, creating a pivot where
the palindrome is bisected. However, towards the end, he begins incorporating chords that do not
separate the elements of the two forms into the two hands, but rather blurs them so that one hand
is playing a chord that has notes from both rows. An example of this is illustrated below. Here

the middle note of the chord is from a different form than the two surrounding notes:

Variation 11

Although the second movement utilizes the same row as the first, it is structurally very
different. Shreffler calls this a “canonic scherzo.”?’ The canonic aspect, again, is not in terms of
melody, but rather rhythm, note value, the size of the chords, and even the presence of grace
notes. The piece is set up in dyads, with the one hand imitating the other typically followed by a
quaver rest. Something else interesting about these dyads of notes is that they all have a different
dynamic marking, really highlighting the delineation of the pairs. Peter Westergaard provides a

detailed analysis of this movement, finding that all of the elements of music are interconnected in

» Shreffler, "Anton Webern," 298.
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this piece, such as certain dynamic markings always accompanying three-note chords and certain
note values always following others.*

However, what I am interested in is how the forms of the row influence the piece, and
what became obvious after I found all of the forms was that, like the first movement, he
composes pairs of forms together, but this time, instead of pairing a form with its retrograde, he
pairs it with its inverse with a sum of complementation of 6 (or 18). The result of this is that the
sum of every dyad of notes is equal to 6 or 18. Particularly interesting about this is that the

inverse of AB and D[] are themselves, because A5 is 9, which is half of 18, and D[] is 3, which
is half of 6. The consequence of this is that Webern uses A8 as a pivot point for each phrase,

because he always expresses the dyad of them as staccato quavers, making them easily audible:

He does not do the same with D[], however, because he hides the pair as grace notes, with the

exception of measure 11.

Variation 111

The third movement of Variations, the first one that he wrote, is, again, written in the
variation form. This piece was the most simple to analyze because, unlike the first two, he only
utilizes one row at a time. At first, I couldn’t find a pattern in the theme, which is the first eleven

measures, with forms Rg, RIo, and Pg other than the fact that Pg and Rg both appear, although not

0 Peter Westergaard, "Webern and "Total Organization": An Analysis of the Second Movement of Piano Variations,
Op. 27," Perspectives of New Music 1, no. 2 (1963).
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sequentially. However, I consulted Wason’s analysis, and found that instead of using the first
form of the first movement as the prime form, he uses the first form of the third movement as the
prime form, which makes sense since Webern composed this movement first." It is important to
note here that this is perfectly valid, since no matter which form we choose to be the prime row,
which is an arbitrary assignment, the forty-eight forms of the row are still the same, but now
have different denotations. Once I reevaluate my analysis in this way, the pattern becomes clear.
Now the forms of the theme are P3, I3, and R3, which combine the horizontal symmetry discussed
in the first movement and the vertical symmetry discussed in the second movement.* Returning
the discussion to the implications of the semitone relationships found in the row, one notices that
Webern is highlighting this relationship. For instance, in measures 3, 7-8, and 10, he connects
notes that are a semitone apart, even though they are not consecutive, which indicates that he
wants to emphasize this relationship.33

The first variation of the theme can be picked out by the structure of the notes. It does not
seem to have any obvious rhythmic pattern, similarly to the theme, but the note values are
exclusively quarter notes as well as some half notes. There are a lot of two and three note
staccato chords interspersed with staccato quarter notes. In addition, this variation is the same
length as the theme — about twelve bars. The forms here definitely appear to not have any sort of
pattern, but Wason notes that the “row rhythm” has increased significantly; the variation contains
7 forms, whereas the theme has only three.**

The second variation is distinguished from the first primarily by the motif of a three-note
dotted quarter note chord in the right hand that appears five times throughout the variation,

which ends at measure 33. What’s more, these chords all contain a tritone. As far as the

31 Wason, "Webern's" Variations for Piano", Op. 27: Musical Structure and the Performance Score," 73.
** Ibid.

* Ibid., 76.

* Ibid., 84.
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relationship between the forms in this variation, there are a few aspects that stand out. First, they
are all retrogrades and retrograde-inversions, which eliminates any sort of horizontal symmetry.
In addition, each one has an overlapping note with the adjacent form.

The motif in the third variation is quite obviously the dyads of quavers, which are also
semitonal pairs, with one notable exception at measures 35 and 36. There is also a clear
horizontal symmetry here, with a palindrome at measures 34-37, as well as measures 38-42.
According to Wason, the similarity to the first movement is no accident; Webern created the first
movement out of this variation.*

The fourth variation is interesting because it is comprised almost exclusively isolated
quarter notes, with some quavers and two-note chords dotted throughout. However, towards the
end of the variation, the rhythm picks up and quavers begin to take over in succession while still
maintain a quaver rest between them. In addition, the two-note chords become more prevalent,
and the variation ends at measure 55 with a fermata. The forms make an interesting pattern. They
alternate between a retrograde-inverse and a prime form, and each pair of forms is then
transposed up three. The consequence of this is that each form has two overlapping notes with
the adjacent one.

The fifth and final variation opens with the very familiar P; from the beginning of the
theme, and this time moves into a horizontal symmetry with R3, although it is not a perfect

palindrome. An important difference is that now the E b is an octave lower than it had been in

the theme, signaling a cadence.”® Webern then transitions into another palindrome in measures
59-63, overlapping the two forms with the entire chord at measure 58. He then brings back Rj

and finishes off with I3, the third and final form of the theme to show up in this variation. An

5 1bid., 87.
% bid., 89.
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interesting thing I found that must have influenced how he chose his forms is that the chord in
measure 58 composed of Af, Fh, and G# that acts as the pivot from P; to R3 remarkably arises

again in measure 60 in 4, which is surprising since these two forms are not directly related to
each other, yet the notes in the chord end up sequentially in the two permutations. Similarly, the

last chord in measure 58 appears in measure 61 as the pivot from I to Rl,.

Conclusion

When I was first doing this analysis, [ was blindly going along and figuring out what the
forms were, but what I realized is that the analysis process is so much more involved than simply
looking at the forms. The intricate ways that Webern synthesizes the various forms with all of
the other aspects of the music is something that I got a hint of reading Wason and Westergaard’s
analyses, but I realized just how much I don’t know and how much higher level music theory
goes. Furthermore, I became formally introduced to atonal music, a field with which I was
extremely unfamiliar, and, like the majority of the population now and certainly those to whom
the Second Viennese School introduced this music, I did not take kindly to it at first, although I
wasn’t about to start a riot like those seen at the premiers of some of these pieces. This thesis
made me appreciate this music so much more, and now when listening to Variations, I can pick
out a lot of what I have discovered from the score. This music has been called “intellectual
music” because it is hard to appreciate without first studying it, but it has gathered a following in
the years following its inception, and if it really is as revolutionary as Perle claims, it will

hopefully stand the test of time.
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Future Analysis

I would now like to briefly discuss further analysis and research that I would liked to
have done if time permitted. Firstly, I had planned to analyze another piece of Webern’s that was
more complex to analyze, and secondly, I would have liked to look more into serialism and other
ways to use it.

The other piece I wanted to look at was Quartet, Op. 22 for clarinet, tenor saxophone,
violin, and piano. The reason why I chose this piece was because it does not have as many
instruments as his Symphony, for example, but it has enough instruments to pose a significant
challenge compared to Variations. The more instruments that are used, the vastly more
complicated the piece can be to analyze. More instruments mean more possible simultaneous
forms, although from what I read, composers rarely used more than two forms at a time.
Regardless, it would definitely be more challenging to figure out which notes belong to the same
form since they are spread out among four instruments. However, because of time constraints, I
was unable to look into this piece, although I would if I had another opportunity to.

The other topic I found very interesting was the idea of serialism and the possibilities of
different elements of music to serialize. [ was not able to find a lot of research on this topic on
first look, but I discovered that there is a concept called total serialism, which is the very idea of
taking serialism and applying it to all aspects of music. This was a technique that Messiaen and
Boulez both worked on during their careers.”’ Although I probably would not be able to study
this at the undergraduate level, it is a technique that would be interesting to learn more about in

the future.

3 Paul Griffiths, "Messiaen, Olivier," Grove Music Online.
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