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choenberg began Friede auf Erden, a work for a cappella choir, in 1907. 
(A version with accompaniment followed several years later.) A poem 

of the same name (1866) by Conrad Ferdinand Meyer furnishes the text, 
which is loosely narrative, tracing repeated calls for peace on earth (“Friede 
auf Erden”) from the moment of Christ’s birth through periods of human 
destruction to the day of revelation. 

Schoenberg captured this theme – a desire for peace persisting 
across discrete historical eras – through a survey of music history: the work 
opens with an imitative texture redolent of sacred music composed during 
the Renaissance. The addition of a repeating melody in the bass (ostinato) at 
the text “Fuhr das himmlische Gesind” propels the listener forward in music 
history, suggesting sounds of the Baroque era a century or so later. And at 
the first call for peace on earth (and those that follow) an altered form of this 
melody migrates from the bass to the alto and soprano voices. 

This approach to composition, in which uncomplicated musical 
figures insure an intelligible listening experience, liberated Schoenberg. It 
enabled his adventurous approach to harmony, which distinguishes his 
compositions of this and later periods from those of the previous generation 
of composers. In this way, Friede auf Erden represents an early manifestation 
of a philosophy of composition. By 1911 Schoenberg encapsulated this 
approach in the term emancipation of dissonance. Put simply, the term captures 
Schoenberg’s desire to upend the long-held belief that music is beholden to 
the system of arranging tones into major and minor scales and chords. In 
such a system, chords and tones exist in a hierarchy: one chord or tone 
depends on another for its resolution, one chord or tone is subservient to 
another. Schoenberg sought to dissolve this system of inequality.* 

One should not equate the liberation of tones or a philosophy of 
composition with disregard for musicality, however. In fact, Friede auf Erden 
is digested quite readily once the initial tang of the harmonic language 
subsides. Its musical form correlates strongly with the poetry, dynamics and 
articulations are neither irregular nor unusual, rhythmic activity is not 
convoluted, and phrase structures at once exhibit a natural rise and fall 
while also remaining flexible enough for the chorus to illuminate the poetry. 
Further, the final plea for peace at the end of the work – the end of days in 
Meyer’s poem – draws on a much later musical idiom. Schoenberg blended 

                                                
* Schoenberg’s rhetoric of emancipation acquires especial intensity in light of the fact that it is 
crafted during the period between Emancipation in the United States and the Holocaust in 
Europe, although there is no evidence to suggest the composer drew the connection between 
tones and humanity that in retrospect is easily projected upon it. Later composers (e.g., Duke 
Ellington) did draw such connections, however. 

the impassioned Romantic lyricism of Brahms with the intense emotional 
outbursts of Wagnerian opera, and the effect largely masks the fact that it all 
occurs within a more or less alien harmonic landscape. Yet the final cadence 
constitutes a return to terra firma, a return to major and minor scales and 
sounds that perhaps betrays Schoenberg’s uncertainty about his progressive 
philosophy of composition. His Viennese colleagues were more confident in 
Schoenberg’s vision, however. Gustav Mahler publicly praised the younger 
composer despite private misgivings. Schoenberg’s student Alban Berg 
observed, “it is a certainty – that here we are dealing with the work of one of 
the very few masters who will bear the title ‘classic’ for time everlasting.” His 
other Viennese pupil, Anton Webern, spoke unequivocally about the effect 
of Friede auf Erden, remarking, “Unprecedented! What a sound! Thoroughly 
exciting!” 
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