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The Leitmotive and Its Development in the

First Act of Berg’s Atonal Opera Wozzeck

HWANG , Yann - Jong

Lecturer, Department of Music, Tainan Woman’s College of Arts & Technology

Abstract

Premiered in Berlin 1925, the atonal opera Wozzeck by Austrian composer Alban Berg has
become a milestone in the twentieth-century music history. The opera has three acts each of
which contains five scenes composed with formal design of absolute music. A number of
leitmotives and its development in the first act are analyzed in this essay to exam the interaction
between musical and dramaturgical elements.

The leitmotives in the first act of Wozzeck can be grouped under three categories. The
character corresponding leitmotives belong to the first kind, and it includes Captain, Wozzeck
(the Poor), Andres, Marie, Wozzeck (the Hurry), Doctor and Drum Major; The second category
is the thought-process corresponding leitmotives, it contains the Hallucination of Wozzeck, the
Waiting and the Fear of Marie, the Seduction of Drum Major and the third category is the object
corresponding leitmotives that includes Fanfare, Military March and Lullaby.

These three kinds of leitmotive are developed in five different forms according to the
dramaturgical structure. Repetitions and transpositions are stated as a reminiscence of the
leitmotives to the audience; variants of the leitmotives appear to provide subjective emotions;
same leitmotives are imitated in order to create dramatic tensions and the simultaneous
statement of different leitmotives is composed contrapuntally to build up a dramatic conflict.

Keywords: Alban Berg, “Wozzeck”, Leitmotive, Development of leitmotive.
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