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   World Premiere Recording
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   ALBAN BERG (1885-1935)

   Four Pieces, Op. 5, for Clarinet and Piano (1913) 

  5 No. 1  Mäßig 01:33

  6 No. 2  Sehr langsam 01:59

  7 No. 3  Sehr rasch 01:10

  8 No. 4  Langsam 03:06

   JOHANNES BRAHMS (1833-1897) 

   Sonata for Clarinet and Piano No. 1 in F Minor, Op. 120 (1894) 

  9 I  Allegro appassionato 08:08

  10 II  Andante un poco Adagio 04:53

  11 III  Allegretto grazioso 04:49

  12 IV  Vivace 05:06

   ERICH WOLFGANG KORNGOLD (1897-1957) 

   Two Songs, arr. by Kilian Herold 

  13 Liebesbriefchen, Op. 9 No. 4 (1913) 01:58
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   TOTAL TIME 59:31
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The years 1900-1914 were perhaps the most thrilling period in European music history: the cradle 

of what we now call musical Modernism. This was the time when the great “avant-garde schools” 

took shape: in Paris, Berlin, Saint Petersburg, and particularly in Vienna. Music branched out into a 

multitude of aesthetics, styles, and genres, as we can see in in the variety of terms that attempt to 

describe art in that period: Impressionism, Expressionism, Art Nouveau, Neo-Classicism, Foklorism, 

Late Romanticism, Symbolism, and others. 

Our programme selection for this CD focuses on two works written in Vienna in 1913 – the “summer 

of the century”, as author Florian Illies calls a pivotal year that put an end to the long 19th century 

and introduced the somber 20th century. The two works are Alban Berg’s Four Pieces for Clarinet and 

Piano op. 5 and Egon Kornauth’s Sonata for Clarinet and Piano. 1913 was the year of several “scan-

dalous” premieres: Schoenberg’s Gurrelieder, Berg’s Altenberglieder, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, 

and others that were less scandalous: Debussy’s Images pour Orchestre, Max Reger’s Isle of the 

Dead, Sibelius’s Luonnotar, de Falla’s La vida breve, and Richard Strauss‘s Festliches Präludium. 

Born in 1891 in the Moravian town of Olomouc, Egon Kornauth studied composition under Franz 

Schreker and Robert Fuchs at the Vienna Music Academy; later on, he took private lessons from 

Franz Schmidt. He obtained his doctorate in musicology in 1915 under the tutelage of Prof. Guido 

Adler. Kornauth was also an excellent musician: a cellist, a conductor, and a particularly fine pianist. 

His music was widely performed during his lifetime, but he is one of those composers whose output 

vanished from repertoire after the Second World War. The West European narrative of musical progress 

had no place for that musician’s “conservative” style – particularly not in the case of someone like 

Kornauth, who continued to pursue his career during the Third Reich without hardly encountering 

any obstacle. However, this type of music is not only a treasure trove that expands our repertoire; 

such rediscoveries also enable us to gain a better grasp of the context in the midst of which the 

“heroic” avant-garde schools emerged. The sort of “new music” people actually tended to listen to 

in pre-war Vienna was by composers such as Kornauth, and it provides us with the backdrop for the 

compositional revolution associated with works such as Berg’s pieces for clarinet. By listening to 

such music, we ultimately learn that there is no strict dichotomy between progress and regression. 

From our historical distance, we cannot overhear certain progressive elements in Kornauth’s music; 

neither can we ignore certain regressive elements in the music of the Second Viennese School. 

Alban Berg’s clarinet pieces were his sole contribution to a series of extremely short, “aphoristic” 

works that emerged in the circle of Arnold Schoenberg between 1908 and 1914. Later on, in 1932, 

Anton von Webern would look back on that period and refer to that tendency toward extreme brevity by 

explaining it as a “relinquishment of tonality”. By abandoning tonality, the composers in Schoenberg’s 

circle had foregone “the most important means of constructing extended pieces.” That narrative of 

the structural cohesion provided by tonality is certainly appropriate, but today we prefer to follow 

Schoenberg’s own interpretation: according to him, it was “extreme emotional intensity” that com-

pelled composers in his circle to seek such “exceptional brevity.” From our current vantage point, 

these works appear as the true highlights of musical Expressionism. 

Berg’s clarinet pieces were also a homage to Arnold Schoenberg himself, who was his teacher. They

contain direct references to Schoenberg’s aphoristic Klavierstücke (Piano Pieces) op. 19, published 

that same year, as well as to the Klavierstücke op. 11. For instance, Berg’s second clarinet piece 

quotes the softly repeating thirds in Schoenberg’s op. 19,2. At the dramatic end of Berg’s last piece, 

the piano keys are held down without playing them: this is a quote from a famous-infamous passage 

in Schoenberg’s op. 11,1. Berg also adopts his teacher’s peculiar, “non-pianistic” texture, which 

Busoni had subjected to friendly, creative criticism by producing a “concertizing interpretation” of 

Schoenberg’s op. 11,2 (1910). But the connections between Berg and Schoenberg go further: they
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are even present in the work’s innermost structure. The harmonies are the same kind of atonality 

“corrected by the ear,” full of tonal allusions, which Schoenberg had featured in op. 11 and op. 19, 

but also displayed in an almost exemplary manner in his George Songs, op. 15. In Berg’s case, the 

sonorities are generally even more mild. Chords built from thirds are predominant in these clarinet 

pieces; the intervals between outer voices are mainly consonances and semi-dissonances. This is 

particularly evident in the “jazzy” harmonies of the second piece. Chords built from intervals based on 

fourths, and even more importantly whole-tone harmonies, determine the timbres to an even greater 

extent than in Schoenberg. Berg’s pieces also feature theme development based on motif cells, as for 

example in the “traditional” structure of the onset of op. 5,1. But Berg’s melodies tend to be more 

composed of distinct, expressive gestures that emphasize a certain corporeal aspect: instead of 

narrating a development, his melodic building blocks can sigh, flutter, scream, breathe, pant, or 

vibrate. But what most distinguishes Berg’s pieces from their model is their inner cohesion: Schoenberg 

ultimately conceived his pieces as autonomous units, whereas Berg’s clarinet pieces have a cyclical 

aspect overall. Together, they form a sonata – or perhaps better, a symphony – in condensed form. 

A first movement is followed by a slow movement, then a scherzo, and the cycle closes with a 

monumentally slow, “Mahlerian” final movement. Five times at the end of that last movement, the 

piano violently plays an augmented triad in the bass; further thirds are added underneath, growing 

louder, leading up to the brutal “hammer blow without a note.” The clarinet’s questioning, lamenting 

farewell is a sort of premonition of what is to come. 

There is an evident connection between the clarinet sonata written by 22-year-old Kornauth and the 

Sonata in F Minor for Clarinet and Piano written in 1894 by Johannes Brahms, likewise featured 

on this CD. Both sonatas are in four movements; their outer movements are in F Minor, viz. F Major. 

In the middle, we have a dance movement and a slow movement (although their order is inversed

depending on the sonata). In Brahms’s case, both middle movements are in major; in Kornauth’s 

case, the slow movement’s key of C Minor turns out to be “minor-major.” Kornauth’s music is ne-

vertheless not very Brahmsian in essence. By comparing the two final movements we note a series 

of aesthetic differences, as well as divergent approaches to form. For his final movement, Brahms 

wrote a sonata-rondo form that flows gorgeously but is also highly complex, containing a multitude of 

miniature building blocks and a surprising C-section in D Minor that incessantly intertwines themes 

and thematic treatments. Kornauth, on the other hand, wrote a last movement in traditional sonata 

form with clearly differentiated sections. Admittedly, the reprise somewhat surprisingly transplants 

the second theme group from the dominant key (C Major) into the upper mediant (A Flat Major), but 

it otherwise restates the exposition almost note for note. Between the exposition and the reprise, 

Kornauth inserts a brief development section: a juxtaposition of thematic “building blocks” that are 

hardly modified at all. Berg’s clarinet pieces are pervaded by the kind of thematic work he learned 

from “Brahms, the Progressive” (as Schoenberg referred to their predecessor), but Kornauth is 

not interested in such novel developments. Instead, his compositional outlook is inspired by other 

progressive aspects of Brahms’s music, such as the “modern” harmonies featuring layers of thirds, 

the deliberate blurring of harmonies and harmonic transitions in the slow movement’s otherwise 

conventional theme in A Flat Major, and the way the music almost imperceptibly slips back into the 

reprise in the first movement. Kornauth’s true model is not Brahms, but Richard Strauss, particularly 

Strauss’s approach to melody. Another creatively adopted Straussian technique is a quasi-endlessly 

wandering upper part replete with chromaticism, floating over a bassline that tends to step up and 

down the diatonic scale. 

Kornauth’s music even has its own “modern” touch, as we can note, for instance, in the harmonic 

style of the trio section in the scherzo. The onset of the second movement seems to anticipate
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Rachmaninov or, on the other hand, jazz music of the 1920s and 1930s, thus reminding us of the 

profound traces the jazz genre has left in music history. And Kornauth’s music is so full of sheer joy 

of playing that it cannot conceal that it was originally born out of a spirit of improvisation. It stands 

as an anachronistic objection to the strict separation between avant-garde and restoration, art and 

artisanship, “high” and “low” music – a separation which, ironically, became even more forbiddingly 

strict in musical Modernism.

Liebesliedchen is another piece from 1913: written by Erich Wolfgang Korngold (another pupil of 

Robert Fuchs) when he was 16 years old. This Lied perfectly illustrates that we are dealing with 

music in which the areas of “serious” art and “entertainment” blend smoothly into one another. In 

Vienna, this song’s music and text could have found their place just as appropriately at the Prater 

amusement park as in the Grosser Musikverein concert hall. The same mixture of social spheres 

is typical of the second song, Sterbelied, written in 1921. Perhaps this courageous gesture of em-

bracing the popular, stubbornly clinging to the social and aesthetic unity of what had already come 

apart, is what ultimately condemned pieces such as these to lurk in the forgotten shadows of music 

history. 

© 2022 Ludwig Holtmeier

Widely known as a multifaceted chamber musician, a renowned clarinet soloist, and a high-profile 

orchestra musician, Kilian Herold is one of the most interesting and versatile clarinetists of his generation. 

After having held the post of Principal Clarinet at the Deutsche Kammerphilharmonie Bremen and 

the SWR Symphony Orchestra, he was appointed Clarinet Professor at Freiburg University of Music 

in 2016. Herold is frequently invited to guest with the Berlin Philharmonic and the Bavarian Radio 

Symphony Orchestra, and can be regularly seen and heard at a number of international chamber 

music and contemporary music festivals.  

www.kilianherold.com

Hansjacob Staemmler has performed as chamber musician in a number of different formations 

with renowned colleagues in concert series and festivals in Germany, Europe, and the Far East. His 

multifaceted talent is featured on several CD releases: Staemmler has performed and recorded a 

wide spectrum of repertoire ranging from the Classical period (including historical keyboards) to the 

music of our times, leading to frequent collaborations with well-known composers. Having won First 

Prize in the duo category at the 2009 German National Music Competition, Staemmler now teaches 

chamber music at Frankfurt University of Music and Performing Arts.  

www.hansjacob-staemmler.com
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