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Reinhard Oppel (1878–1941) was born in Grünberg in Oberhessen, the son of a schoolteacher. 

From 1897 to 1900 he studied violin, piano and composition at the Hoch Conservatory in 

Frankfurt am Main, where his teachers included Iwan Knorr and Arnold Mendelssohn. As early 

as 1898, while still a student, Oppel published a short treatise on playing the organ, and by 1899 he 

was already the conductor of four choirs in Frankfurt. Many of his first professional compositions, 

indeed, are small choral pieces and Lieder, but he also worked on more ambitious instrumental 

pieces, including a violin concerto. From February 1903 until September 1909 he held a position 

as the second organist at the Luther Church in Poppelsdorf, Bonn, during which time he became 

increasingly interested in music analysis. His first large-scale professional compositions, a Sextet 

for wind quintet and piano (1903) and a cello sonata (1904), date from the beginning of this 

period. From 1909 he studied musicology in Munich under Carl Sandberger and Theodor 

Kroyer, completing in 1911 his doctoral dissertation on the Renaissance composer Jacob Meiland 

(1542–77), who was active at the court in Ansbach. His thesis was published within the year, and 

in September he obtained a position as head of music theory at the Kiel Conservatory of Music; 

he also continued to teach privately. 

 In 1913 Oppel became a close friend and colleague of the famous Austrian-Jewish music 

theorist Heinrich Schenker (1868–1935), sending him his theoretical work and many of his 

compositions for criticism and discussion; the friendship lasted until Schenker’s death. 

 During the Great War of 1914–18 Oppel served on both the Russian and western fronts; he 

was wounded three times, and ended his army career as a non-commissioned officer in a sharp-

shooter unit. The second wound injured his stomach and resulted in a transfer to Schwerin, 

Mecklenburg, where from April to August 1915 he was occupied in training recruits. He was 

at Verdun and the Somme in 1916. The third wound left an unextracted bullet in his right arm 
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and continued to plague him until the end of his life. He served at the front until July 1918, when 

he was transferred to a desk job in Lille. It was only in this last period that he was able to begin 

composing again, and many of the ideas that would be developed in the 1920s, including those for 

his first piano sonatas and string quartets, were sketched in Lille. 

 Oppel returned to teaching theory at the Kiel Conservatory, but his financial circumstances 

became strained, in part because his second wife’s income was cut off when her aristocratic 

family lost its land in Poland – although that did not seem to impede his energetic pursuit of both 

composition and analysis in the years after the War. The major works of this period include a 

Chaconne in B flat major for piano (1919), the First Piano Sonata in G minor (1919) recorded here, 

the Second String Quartet in D minor (1919), the First String Quartet in E flat major (1920),1 the 

Second Piano Sonata in A minor (1920), the Third String Quartet in C minor (1921–22) and the 

Fourth String Quartet in F minor (1925). 

 From 1924 until 1931 he taught courses in theory, history and score-reading at the University 

of Kiel. On 4 March 1924 he earned his Habilitation (the highest academic qualification one can 

obtain in Germany) at the University with a study entitled Contributions to the Theory of Melody 

and a public lecture on ‘The State of Recent Music Theory’, swiftly reporting to Schenker that ‘two 

days ago I became habilitated here at the university and, on that basis, will be able to act effectively 

for you’. Even after leaving Kiel in 1927, he continued to teach at the University; in 1931 he offered 

a course ‘On Schenker’s Theories’.

 On 4 June 1925 Oppel reported to another friend that

since November [1924] until now, I have composed quite a bit, seven Lieder, two piano sonatas, one 

Romanze for Cello and Piano, two Piano Etudes, small piano pieces, two choral pieces which [Karl] 

Straube will perform with the Saint Thomas Choir [in Leipzig]; additionally, I have worked on the Third 

Piano Sonata and one for four hands, and currently I am working on the Fourth String Quartet.

1 Oppel had composed his irst large-scale String Quartet in E lat major in 1912, i.e., before World War I. hus, when he 

wrote the Second Quartet in 1919, it really was his second essay in the medium. Upon completing the Second Quartet, 

he must have decided to replace the 1912 quartet with another quartet in E lat major (composed in 1920), now ‘oicially’ 

designated his First Quartet.

obscured as a result of the cultural policies of the Nazis and the Holocaust. The Project identiies 



4

The reference to Straube’s performance of choral pieces is significant because the well-known 

choral director may have facilitated Oppel’s appointment in June 1927 to teach theory at the 

Leipzig Conservatory, a position he held until his death in late 1941. Schenker was proud of the 

fact that – as of his 1927 appointment to Leipzig – Oppel was representing his analytical approach 

at Germany’s foremost conservatory; in a letter of 7 June 1927 to his pupil Eberhard von Cube, he 

celebrated Oppel’s recent appointment: 

it will give you courage on your chosen path to know that Prof. Dr. R. Oppel, whom I have probably 

already mentioned to you, has been appointed to the Leipzig Conservatory as Professor of Music 

Theory, in which capacity, he tells me, he will officially teach my theory.

 At some point in 1929, Oppel, now 51, met Elfriede Dey, a gifted 21-year-old piano student 

at the Leipzig Conservatory. A relationship developed, and she became his fourth wife on 30 May 

1930. Initially enthusiastic about Hitler’s ‘defeat’ of Communism, both Schenker and Oppel quickly 

became opposed to Nazism. On 13 July 1933, Schenker noted in his diary that he had received 

a letter from Oppel which was ‘evidence of [his] disenchantment with the new regime’; and, on 

23 July he reported: ‘Letter to Oppel dictated: I confirm him in his skepticism’. There are further 

indications of Oppel’s lack of enthusiasm for Nazism in his letters to Schenker and (later) to Josef 

Knettel. Oppel died of heart failure on 21 November 1941. 

 In the aftermath of World War II, after Elfriede Oppel and her children had fled in 1951–52 from 

the Russian army occupying eastern Germany, her husband’s music lay buried where his family had 

hastily hidden it – in his old World War I trunk beneath the floor of a garden house in the vicinity of 

Halle. In 1990, with the fall of the Berlin Wall, Oppel’s son Kurt was able to return, dig up the chest and 

bring it to his home in the Odenwald, near Frankfurt. Some of Oppel’s books had also survived, hidden 

in the church steeple of a small town nearby. In 1998 the University of North Texas (UNT) invited Kurt 

Oppel to visit, and in 1999 the Oppel Collection, comprising the bulk of Oppel’s surviving music and 

analytical work with Schenker, was placed on deposit in the UNT library. All of the recordings of Oppel’s 

piano music on this disc are post-World War II world premieres based on manuscripts and scores in the 

Oppel Collection at UNT and the Jonas Collection at the University of California.












The Music

Like many of Oppel’s pieces, the Kleine Suite für Klavier, Op. 26 – composed in 1913 and dedicated 

to Oppel’s first child, his daughter Ingeborg – was not publicly performed until long after its 

composition, in this case on 6 January 1927. Like Oppel’s two sets of waltzes for piano, the Little Suite 

is tonally unified, in this case on E major. The outer movements, a Präludium and Finale, are in E 

major, the second and fourth movements, Presto and Grave, in E minor, and the central movement, 

Allegretto grazioso, is in A minor. The Präludium 1 exhibits a rather unusual binary form whereby 

the first part, anchored in the tonic E major, is composed of two sub-phrases, each repeated and 

rounded off by a modulating, unrepeated concluding phrase. Although the texture remains sparse, 

as if comprising only a few solo ‘instruments’, it nonetheless evokes a rich harmonic polyphony. The 

second piece  2, a dance-like movement, jestingly tosses a five-measure phrase now and then into 

the prevailing four-measure groupings. Like the second movement of Op. 21, the third movement of  

Op. 26 3 in a lilting 6/8 ‘takes its good time’ to find its tonic, finding repose on the tonic  

A minor chord in root position only at the end of the first part; the trio in alla breve 4/4 

prolongs the dominant minor. The Suite closes with a cheerful Finale 5 featuring exuberant 

jumping figures in the right hand, while the rhythmic contrast between 4/4 and 3/4 in the main 

part continues through the contrastingly lyrical trio. This fourth movement, a sublime Grave 

4, offers a representative example of the subtlety of Oppel’s musical language. Again, it is in 

ternary aba form. The composition opens with an extended, sixteen-bar phrase which is then 

subdivided into two eight-bar pairs of four-bar antecedent-consequent phrases. The initial 

antecedent phrase poses a ‘question’, the rising sixth in the right hand, momentarily extended 

to a seventh with a decorative grace-note. To this ‘questioning’ rising-sixth gesture in the 

antecedent phrase an ‘answer’ is immediately proposed by the descending fifth in the consequent.  

The ‘question’ is then reformulated by the rising fourth in the next antecedent, and its consequent 

replies with a conclusive descending third. The next sixteen-bar phrase is subtly linked with the 

preceding phrase. First, the left hand presents the initial rising-sixth motif transposed from B–G 

to E–C. Second, the upper voice of the right hand takes this same transposition of the motif 

and enlarges it both rhythmically and tonally across the entire sixteen-bar phrase to become a 
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rising seventh – an expansion that had been 

adumbrated by the grace-note at the end of the 

rising sixth. The ‘question’ is thus rephrased 

across the entire second part of the a section. 

In the middle section, which modulates to 

the key of the minor dominant (B minor), 

the ‘question’ and ‘answer’ are restated with 

increasing intensity. In the right hand the 

rising seventh E–D is answered by the falling 

seventh D–E. As the dynamic increases to forte, 

this rising-seventh motif is enlarged to more 

urgently interrogative rising octaves. With the 

return of the a section, Oppel might have 

simply repeated the opening sixteen-bar phrase 

in the tonic, or even varied it slightly; instead he 

inserts two extended variations of the opening, 

the first continuing the dominant prolongation  

(B minor) and the second moving to the 

submediant (C major). Remarkably, in the first 

variation, the upper voice spins out another 

statement of the rising sixth as yet a further 

way of creating continuity with the preceding 

middle section. Only after the ‘question’, the rising-sixth motif, has been posed and tentatively 

‘answered’ in C major does the music come full circle by restoring the initial sixteen-bar phrase 

in the tonic. The new and idiosyncratic in Oppel’s music lies not on the surface but rather is 

to be discovered in the middleground; it is in the deeper structures that Oppel’s art becomes 

experimental – hardly surprising for a composer who became profoundly interested in Schenker’s 

theory of structural ‘levels’. A detailed technical analysis of Oppel’s music reveals remarkable 
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Reinhard Oppel in Kiel, 1924



intricacies in the co-ordination of form and structure, and in rhythm. 

 Oppel’s First Piano Sonata was begun either in Lille or shortly after he returned from the front 

to Kiel. The manuscript of the first movement is dated 16 April 1919, and the fair copy of the Sonata 

as a whole bears a completion date of 9 June that year. According to the cover of the fair copy, on  

1 October 1920 Oppel dedicated the work to Lu Andreesen, possibly a piano student. A review in the 

Kieler Zeitung on 11 December 1925 by the well-known critic Paul Bekker mentions a performance 

of the slow movement by Andreesen in a private concert at the home of one of Oppel’s friends. One 

is struck by how little of the music Oppel wrote during the First World War is impacted – at least 

on the surface – by the brutal circumstances of its composition. Only the turbulent and defiant 

Finale of the Piano Sonata, which strains the performer’s technical resources to the utmost, seems 

to reflect his personal reaction to the violence of war, and the bitterness of defeat. The first three 

movements of Oppel’s Piano Sonata, by contrast, have an elegiac quality. The first movement  6, 

in sonata form, features lyrical first and second subjects; only the closing theme exhibits an agitato 

character. Indeed, since the slow movement  7 extensively quotes Oppel’s own 1909 song Nachruf 

(Elegy), his setting of a poem by Ludwig Uhland (1787–1862), it – perhaps the entire Sonata – 

appears to have a hidden programme. Nachruf, which was composed in February 1909, roughly a 

decade before the Sonata, is really a short song-cycle comprising three interconnected songs setting 

the first three parts of Uhland’s poem. It is dedicated to ‘beloved Gertrud’, Oppel’s second wife, for 

her 28th birthday. The text of the first song reads as follows:

Nachruf  Elegy

Du, Mutter, sahst mein Auge trinken You, mother, saw my eyes drink in

Des ird‘schen Tages erstes Licht; The first light of earthly day;

Auf dein erblassend Angesicht Upon your pale countenance

Sah ich den Strahl des Himmels sinken. I saw the last ray of the sinking sun.

Especially noteworthy is the association of ‘beloved’ with ‘mother’, a theme that runs through a number 

of Oppel’s early Lieder also dedicated to Gertrud. It is possible that he quotes Nachruf in the slow 

movement – conceived in the shadow of the war – to evoke the beloved as simultaneously bride, 

7



1

2

3

5

4

mother and redemptive angel of death: the image of a 

young woman holding a fallen soldier’s head tenderly 

in her lap, showing the ‘Heimkehr’ (return home) of 

the soldier to the bride/mother/angel of death, is a 

topos that runs deep in German popular culture. In 

the third movement 8, a highly animated Scherzo 

is interrupted by a surprisingly jaunty trio. The 

Finale 9 is a large-scale sonata-like form whereby 

a comparatively brief episode substitutes for the 

development (as in Brahms’ Tragic Overture). The 

initial subject composed of agitated material in  

G minor contrasts with a song-like second theme 

in B flat major; an extended closing element and 

codetta, both in a highly mixed G major, round 

out the exposition. The compact developmental 

episode modulates to open lyrically in the key of 

the submediant (A flat major) and concludes with 

a pause on the dominant, leading into the reprise. 

 A number of Oppel’s early piano pieces, 

including the Fünf Stücke, Op. 21, and the Kleine 

Suite, Op. 26, were published by Breitkopf und Härtel shortly ater the First World War. By  

13 January 1923, Oppel had sent Schenker copies of these pieces with the remark that  

‘op. 21 and 26 were composed in 1913’. In Op. 21, the irst piece  is in ternary form; the a 

section is in a lilting 6/8 with the melody presented in consecutive octaves in the right hand; the 

b section in 3/4 irst assigns the melody to the top of chords in the let hand, and then builds to 

the climactic point with fortissimo octaves in the right hand. he second movement , a short 

binary form featuring parallel sixths in the right hand, spends most of its time in D lat major only 

to conclude suddenly – and rather mysteriously – in B lat minor (Oppel is fond of this kind of 
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‘bitonality’, which recurs throughout his œuvre). he third piece  , in ternary form, contrasts the 

perpetual motion in the right hand in the a section with the harmonically fascinating block-chord 

chorale-like texture in the b section. Ternary form is preserved in the last two movements. he 

passionate, stormy fourth piece  features sudden modulations to remote keys, while the dance-

like Dvořákian scherzando of the last movement , wittily alternating 3/4 and 4/4 meters, rounds 

out the collection. 

 Oppel wrote two sets of waltzes, ostensibly in 1929 and 1931, but the more substantial first set – 

to be recorded in a later volume in this series – seems to derive from sketches that predate the First 

World War. he score of the second set recorded here is dated 1 May 1932. Although it is shorter 

than the irst, it is no less subtle in its tonal and motivic organisation. In the irst two bars Oppel 

projects a rising line in the bass, A–B–C sharp–D–E, as a seemingly insigniicant detail. Its deeper 

import begins to be revealed in the irst part of Waltz 1  as this rising bass line is projected across 

the entire sixteen-bar phrase. At the beginning of the second part (again in the irst two bars),  

A–B–C sharp–D–E is now shited triumphantly into the right hand, stated forte as if to emphatically 

conirm its motivic signiicance. Again, in a diferent way, the same line is recomposed in the bass 

across the eighteen-bar phrase comprising the second part. But Oppel does not let matters rest 

there: in the second waltz , he takes the concluding segment of the motive C sharp–D–E–A 

(or C sharp–D sharp–E–A) and uses it to structure the harmony; his desire to enlarge this motive 

explains why the second waltz begins ‘of-tonic’ in C sharp minor, and returns to A major only at 

the end. In this second set of waltzes, then, the nature of Oppel’s art can be seen in nuce: he does not 

attempt to shock the listener with surface novelties but to ensnare and draw him into his creative 

world with concealed artistry. 

Timothy Jackson is Professor of Music Theory at the University of North Texas. Since completing his doctoral 

dissertation on the music of Richard Strauss, his interests have branched out from German music to encompass the 

Russian, Estonian and Finnish traditions. Since 2000 he has been actively directing the ‘Lost Composers’ Project, 

which seeks to revive the music of composers whose work was eclipsed or lost as a result of the Nazi-era cultural 

policies and the Holocaust. 
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Heejung Kang was born in Seoul, Korea, and studied at the Seoul Music and Art High School 

for musically gited teenagers. She graduated with the highest honours from the College of 

Music, Ewha Woman’s University, in Seoul and later at the same university she earned her 

Master’s Degree in Piano, receiving the Ewha Graduate Research Fellowship Scholarship. 

Completing her doctoral dissertation on Rachmaninov, she received her doctorate in Piano 

Performance at the College of Music at the University of North Texas in 2004. In 2002 she made 

a recording of Rediscovered Lieder and Piano Pieces by Kletzki, Oppel and Schenker, sponsored 

by the Dallas Symphony Orchestra, Jewish Federation and College of Music at the University, 

and in December 2004 she performed music by Kletzki, Oppel, Arnold Mendelssohn and other 

composers live on Israel Radio. In November 2005 she performed solo piano music by Heinrich 

Schenker at the inaugural meeting of the Korean Society for Music heory in Seoul and 

premiered Kletzki’s Sonata for Piano and Violin with Robert Davidovici on Korean National 

Radio (KBS FM1). Currently she teaches as an Adjunct Professor in Piano at the University of 

North Texas.

The ‘Lost Composers and Theorists’ Project of the Center for Schenkerian Studies at the 

University of North Texas is dedicated to recovering the music of composers whose works were 

obscured as a result of the cultural policies of the Nazis and the Holocaust. The Project identiies 

suitable composers, conducts research, publishes articles and monographs, prepares scores for 

publication by music publishers, and produces and/or fosters performances and recordings of 

recovered works. 

For more information, please see http://music.unt.edu/mhte/node/58.
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REINHARD OPPEL Piano Music, Volume One

Kleine Suite, Op. 26 13:04

 No. 1 Präludium – Andante, quasi Allegretto 1:23

 No. 2 Presto 0:59

 No. 3 Allegretto grazioso 2:21

 No. 4 Grave. Sehr ruhig 5:45

 No. 5 Finale - Allegro molto, quasi Presto 2:36

Piano Sonata No. 1 in G minor 29:04

 I. Allegro, ma non troppo 7:13

 II.  Adagio 10:44

 III.  Allegro 2:40

 IV. Presto 8:27

Fünf Stücke, Op. 21 15:08

 No. 1 Allegro 3:27

 No. 2 Andante 2:16

 No. 3 Allegro, ma non troppo 4:09

 No. 4 Allegro moderato pesante 2:04

 No. 5 Tanzmässig, ja nicht zu schnell 3:12

Waltzes, Set II 4:11

 Waltz I  1:45

 Waltz II  1:23

 Waltz III: Etwas schneller 1:03
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Reinhard Oppel (1878–1941) was a major figure in inter-War Germany, as composer, 

teacher and theoretician. His rich, late-Romantic music encompasses symphonies, 

chamber and choral music, songs and works for piano. His music went underground 

in East Germany – literally: after World War II, when his family fled west from the 

occupying Russian army, they hid his music under the garden shed and there it 

remained, unknown, until the fall of Communism, when his son was able to return and 

retrieve it. This first CD of his heart-warming, Dvořákian piano music begins a series of 

releases intended to win Oppel’s music the audience it deserves.
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