Arnold Schoenberg was born in Austria on September 13, 1874. His father was a shoemaker. At age 2 his family moved from their town of Brigittenau to Thereseingasse. He had a sister, Ottilie, born on June 9th. In 1880, he again moved, this time to Toborstraβe. During this year he was enrolled in primary school.

In 1882 his brother Heinrich was born on April 29. During this year he also began to take violin lessons. In 1883, he began to compose music: “As a child of less than nine years, I had started composing little, and later large pieces for two violins, in imitation of such music as I used to play with my teacher or with a cousin of mine. When I could play violin duets of Viotti, Pleyel and others, I imitated their style.”

In 1885 he was enrolled in the K.K. imperial secondary school in Vereinsgasse. During this time he composed some marches and polkas. In 1889, his father died of pneumonia. On January 22 of 1890, Schoenberg left school to begin an apprenticeship with the private bank of Werner & Company. In 1891, Schoenberg acknowledged that, “All my compositions up to about my seventeenth year were no more than imitations of such music as I had been able to become acquainted with – violin duets and duet-arrangements of operas and the repertory of military bands that played in public parks.”

In 1892, he moved to Große Stadtgutstraße and read in the encyclopedia about sonnets and how “how a first movement of a string quartet should be constructed.” In 1893, he moved to Theresiengasse 5, which was renamed to Adambergergasse in 1894. During the summer of 1893 he composed her first complete work still in existence, In hellen Träumen hab ich Dich oft geschaut (“In Clear Dreams I Oft Have Seen Thee”) for the voice and piano. This, like Survivor from Warsaw, was based on a story, in this case a text by a man named Alfred Gold.

In 1894 he meets Alexander Zemlinksy, the man who will become both his Artistc mentor and brother-in-law. He moves to Leopoldgasse. In this year he receives a prize from Polyhymnia, the orchestra he is a part of, for his composition Schilflied (Bull Rush Song). He also composed Three Pieces for Piano in October of this year.


Survivor from Warsaw is a twelve tone piece based on a row derived from the Jewish hymn Sh’ma Y’srael (Hear O Israel). The piece actually tells a story about Jews in a Warsaw ghetto using real accounts from actual survivors of a Ghetto in Nazi-ridden Warsaw, and it ends with a rendition of Sh’ma Y’srael.

After the end of World war II, Schoenberg was living in the United States and he heard accounts from survivors of the war who had made it to the US in safety. He was so moved that he had to create a piece that could move people the way that he himself was moved. In addition to the music, Schoenberg also composed narration and lyrics for the eight minute piece.

The story begins at a moment of action wherein Nazis are herding a group of Jews from a Warsaw ghetto to be counted and transported to be murdered in the gas chambers. The sergeant who is leading them to the trains to be transported gets impatient and beats the Jews to hurry them on until eventually they fall down from the pain. As the Jews are being lead away to be killed in a last act of hope and faith in God they all begin to recite Sh’ma Y’srael, which actually did happen.


Schoenberg completed Survivor from Warsaw in September of 1947. It was premiered at Albuquerque, New Mexico, by the Civic Symphony Orchestra on Novermber 4, 1948.


Survivor from Warsaw is not performed very often. In 1994, it was performed in a very interesting manner. A concert was open with Survivor from Warsaw, and immediately following it was Johannes Brahm’s German Requiem. The intention of this was not malicious, but the contrast was used to show a sense of harmony. After the Jews pray to God in Survivor from Warsaw, German Requiem begings, “Blessed are those who morn, for they shall be comforted.” 

There are many links between the two pieces, including the etymological link between Hebrew and German, the link between the Hebrew victim and German oppressor, and the clash of the two musicals styles of the two very different sounding pieces.

Survivor from Warsaw has been called “[a] miniature opera” and “one of the greatest musical masterpieces of our time.” It is one of the works created in an effort for Schoenberg to return to his Jewish roots. Other works that he has done with a Jewish theme were a setting of Kol Nidre, his opera “Moses and Aaron”, and “Modern Psalm,” which was his last work.

http://www.unitel.de/uhilites/1998/120198.htm
http://www.schoenberg.at/1_as/bio/biographie_e.htm
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