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ABSTRACT 
 

Vocal versatility is a necessity for modern performers. From classical to musical theater 

to Contemporary Commercial Music, performers are widening their repertoire dossiers to 

become more marketable. Versatility is imperative for the modern-day performer, and Kurt Weill 

best exemplifies this versatility imperative. Weill devoted much of his career to the fusing of 

artistic mediums, such as music and theater. This work led him to write vocal music that contains 

a plethora of different vocal opportunities, and an immense amount of vocal opportunity is 

present in his art song repertoire. However, Weill’s art songs are significantly underresearched, 

so this study aims to unveil information about his song repertoire and analyze the vocal variety 

that exists within each song. One such opportunity exists in the form of a Sprechstimme-based 

vocal production called modified Sprechstimme production.  

Modified Sprechstimme production is a term that is unique to this study, and it is 

Sprechstimme production with some adjustments. These adjustments include the implementation 

of accurate pitch, approximated rhythm, vocal slides, vibrato, and unconventional notation. Most 

of these elements may be found in Weill’s art songs. In this dissertation, modified Sprechstimme 

production will be applied to and analyzed in four of Kurt Weill’s art songs, including 

“Klopslied,” “Der Abschiedsbrief,” Complainte de la Seine,” and “Je ne t’aime pas.” The 

analysis will allow performers to feel less vocally restricted and more confident in their use of 

speech-like singing. By applying modified Sprechstimme production to modern vocal repertoire, 

current performers will become more vocally versatile and attain pedagogical and artistic 

benefits from speech-like singing. Preparatory vocalises based in modified Sprechstimme 

production are also included at the end of the study to help performers gain vocal familiarity and 

solidify their understanding of speech-like singing.    
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In today’s performance market, vocal performers are encouraged to be as versatile as 

possible. Classically trained vocalists are widening their repertoire dossiers and learning how to 

sing different vocal styles. From opera to musical theater to jazz to country, performers are 

embracing a wider range of vocal genres to become more marketable and appeal to larger 

audiences. Vocal versatility is imperative for the modern-day performer, and Kurt Weill best 

exemplifies this versatility imperative for modern performers.  Weill was a strong advocate for 

vocal versatility. His Singspiels, operas, musicals, art songs, and other mesmerizing fusions of 

drama, text, and music are testaments to his fascination with the adaptability of the human voice. 

Weill’s vocal genres provide performers with a plethora of different vocal opportunities, 

and one such vocal opportunity is the use of Sprechstimme-based vocal production or modified 

Sprechstimme. In this study, modified Sprechstimme production will be applied to four of Kurt 

Weill’s art songs, including “Klopslied,” “Der Abschiedsbrief,” Complainte de la Seine,” and “Je 

ne t’aime pas.” Typical Sprechstimme research focuses on Pierrot lunaire and the replication of 

Arnold Schoenberg’s concept of Sprechstimme with little opportunity for technical and artistic 

flexibility. Instead of adhering to vocal restrictions, this study offers slight modifications to 

Sprechstimme practice to help performers feel less restricted and more confident in using 

speech-like singing in their daily technical routine. 

This study also focuses on an area of vocal repertoire that has been neglected in terms of 

performance practice and research. Weill’s art songs are significantly underresearched; most 

performers are only familiar with his operas and musicals. Though they are less well-known, 

each art song contains ample opportunity for vocal exploration and variety, so they are well-
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suited for performers of varying experience levels. By embracing these concepts and applying 

modified Sprechstimme production to modern vocal repertoire, current performers will become 

more vocally versatile and attain pedagogical and artistic benefits from speech-like singing. 

 
Explanation of Sprechstimme 

 Sprechstimme is more approachable than it sounds. In its simplest form, Sprechstimme is 

“a vocal style that combines elements of song and speech.”1 Before there was Sprechstimme, 

there was melodrama. A melodrama is “a genre or technique in which text was declaimed against 

a musical background or spoken between musical interludes.”2 Melodrama was first established 

in the mid-eighteenth century when Jean-Jacques Rousseau premiered Pygmalion. In Pygmalion, 

instrumental music and recited text are alternated throughout, and the melodrama was born from 

this musical dichotomy. The melodrama experienced occasional moments of popularity as the 

nineteenth century unfolded, which may be seen in works like Ludwig van Beethoven’s Fidelio, 

Franz Schubert’s Abschied von der Erde, and Richard Strauss’s Enoch Arden. The melodrama 

continued to evolve, and Engelbert Humperdinck became the first composer to develop 

Sprechstimme out of the melodrama.3    

In 1897, Humperdinck wrote the gebundenes Melodram or “bound melodrama” 

Königskinder in which he implemented Sprechnoten or speech notes, a term of his own devising. 

Sprechnoten is “a passage of text declaimed in a precise rhythm against a musical background.”4 

 
1 Sonic Glossary, s.v. “Sprechstimme,” by Michael von der Linn, accessed August 21, 2021, 
https://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/sonicg/terms/sprechstimme.html. 
2 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire: A Study of Vocal Performance Practice 
(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2008), 3.  
3 Ibid., 2. 
4 Ibid. 
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The vocal practice involved x-shaped noteheads instead of oval-shaped noteheads, and all notes 

were written “on a full staff with a clear melodic contour” (see Figure 1.1).5 

 

Figure 1.1: Sprechnoten in Humperdinck’s Königskinder, Act One, Scene Two, mm. 30-406 
 

This form of text declamation was the opposite of the lyric, late-Romantic musical style 

that audiences had become accustomed to, so Königskinder was met with disdain and confusion 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 Engelbert Humperdinck, Königskinder, piano/vocal score (Leipzig, Germany: Max Brockhaus, 1897), 22. 
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from its audiences. After an abundance of negative reviews, Humperdinck chose to edit his 

melodrama, and he replaced the Sprechnoten with traditional notation. With the Sprechstimme-

like passages gone, the melodrama Königskinder became an opera, and it was performed again in 

1910. This time, the opera version of Königskinder was well-received by the public and dubbed a 

success.7 

Though Humperdinck’s Sprechnoten was met with disdain by audiences, it did not deter 

other composers from experimenting with it. Arnold Schoenberg was one such experimental 

composer. Schoenberg began using this style of text declamation as early as 1900 when he 

composed a cantata and oratorio hybrid entitled Gurre-Lieder.8 It is unclear as to whether 

Schoenberg had been introduced to Sprechnoten when Humperdinck premiered his melodrama 

Königskinder.9 Schoenberg had most likely heard about Humperdinck’s work as Schoenberg was 

living in Vienna, Austria in 1897, the same time and location in which Königskinder was 

premiered. Schoenberg also used x-shaped noteheads and other unconventional notation to 

denote his Sprechstimme vocal lines, like Humperdinck. However, there is no direct proof that 

Schoenberg attended any performances of Königskinder.10 Nevertheless, Schoenberg retained a 

keen interest in pushing the boundaries of text delivery in his compositions.          

 Schoenberg wrote several works with Sprechstimme-like passages, which include but are 

not limited to Gurre-Lieder, Die glückliche Hand, Ode to Napoleon Bonaparte, and Moses und 

Aron. However, the most well-known of Schoenberg’s Sprechstimme-centered compositions is 

most certainly Pierrot lunaire. Schoenberg wrote the three-part musical work in 1912 for female 

 
7 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 3.  
8 Ibid., 5. 
9 Ibid., 4. 
10 Ibid., 6. 
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narrator and a small chamber ensemble consisting of a flute, clarinet, violin, cello, and piano.11       

Pierrot lunaire premiered in Berlin during the same year, and it stunned its audience members. 

The work was described as a kind of “outburst” of heightened speech and music, and most 

people disliked it.12 The heavily dissonant and other-worldly nature of the piece was far from the 

rich, late-Romantic melodies that the public had become accustomed to. Unpopular as it was, 

Pierrot lunaire was an important milestone in the development of modern music. The piece 

challenged late-Romantic musical standards and helped pave the way for future musical 

experimentation. Pierrot lunaire also established Sprechstimme as a legitimate and feasible kind 

of vocal production. During the first series of performances of Pierrot lunaire, the vocal part was 

performed by actresses, not classical singers. Schoenberg preferred actresses “who were more 

accustomed to using a wider range and inflectional palette of speech than singers.”13 Albertine 

Zehme was one such actress. She was able to produce the flexible, speech-like tone that 

Schoenberg deemed appropriate for the work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
11 Don Michael Randel, The Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and Musicians (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 517. 
12 Albert Giraud, Otto Erich Hartleben, and Arnold Schoenberg, Pierrot lunaire: Albert 
Giraud – Otto Erich Hartleben – Arnold Schoenberg – A collection of musicological and literary studies, Edited by 
Mark Delaere and Jan Herman (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters Editions, 2004), 39.  
13 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 12. 



 Texas Tech University, Marie Smithwick, May 2022  
 

6 
 

CHAPTER II 

ELEMENTS OF SPRECHSTIMME PRODUCTION 

 Sprechstimme vocal production is still surrounded with some ambiguity. In the last thirty 

years, more research has been done to help diminish the confusion that surrounds Sprechstimme 

production, but there is still room for debate. To better understand the general parameters of 

Sprechstimme production, one must first consult a key primary source: the preface to 

Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire (see Figure 2.1).  

           
  The melody given in the Sprechstimme by means of notes is not intended for singing  
  (except for specially marked isolated exceptions). The task of the performer is to          
   transform it into a Sprechmelodie, taking into account the given pitch. This is achieved by: 
 
                 I. Maintaining the rhythm as accurately as if one were singing, i.e. with no  
                 more freedom than would be allowed with a singing melody;  

 
                 II. Becoming acutely aware of the difference between singing tone and speaking  
                 tone: singing tone unalterably stays on pitch, whereas speaking tone gives the pitch  
                 but immediately leaves it again by falling and rising. However, the performer must  
                 be very careful not to adopt a singsong speech pattern. That is not intended at all.  
                 Nor should one strive for realistic, natural speech. On the contrary, the difference  
                 between ordinary speaking and speaking that contributes to a musical form should  
                 become quite obvious. But it must never be reminiscent of singing.  
 
Moreover, I stress the following concerning performances:  
 
It is never the task of performers to recreate the mood and character of the individual pieces on 
the basis of the meaning of the words, but rather solely on the basis of the music. The extent to 
which the tone-painting-like rendering of the events and emotions of the text was important to 
the author is already found in the music. Where the performer finds it lacking, he should 
abstain from presenting something that was not intended by the author. He would not be 
adding, but rather detracting.14 

 
 

Figure 2.1: Preface of Schoenberg’s Pierrot lunaire 
 

 
14 Arnold Schoenberg, Pierrot lunaire, Op. 21 (Los Angeles, CA: Belmont Music Publishers, 1990), Preface. 
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Schoenberg’s description is lacking in some detail. What is “a singsong speech pattern?” 

What sounds constitute as being “reminiscent of singing?” How does one fall and rise from pitch 

to pitch? Music scholars have been continuously puzzled by Schoenberg’s words and have tried 

to decipher more of their exact meaning over the past century. In her book Sprechstimme in 

Arnold Schoenberg's Pierrot Lunaire: A Study of Vocal Performance Practice, Aidan Soder 

provides much needed clarity. Soder describes the most necessary elements of Schoenberg’s 

preface as the following (see Table 2.2).  

Table 2.2: Necessary Elements of Sprechstimme 
 
 

1. The vocal line must not be sung. 
2. Pitch may be approximated.  
3. Movement between pitches must occur via a constant falling and rising motion. 
4. Rhythm must be performed as it is written in the music.15 

 

 
Based on these requirements, Sprechstimme demands a specified vocal tone. The performer must 

combine flowing pitch, rhythmic accuracy, and a balanced, speech-like vocal production to 

achieve an authentic Sprechstimme sound. When the performer includes all these elements, they 

can begin to produce an authentic Sprechstimme sound.  

 
Finding a Balance between Singing and Speaking 

 It is important to note that it is not physically possible to create a completely speech-like 

singing tone. Recently, music scholars have proven that it is nearly impossible to use equal parts 

of speech and singing at the same time, though they are both created by the vocal folds. In her 

dissertation Between Speech & Song: Clarifying the Sprechstimme of Schoenberg's Pierrot 

lunaire, Sara Paar says that “current research in neurology strongly suggests that there is not a 

 
15 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 19. 
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vocal continuum wherein speech and singing serve as two extremes between which the voice can 

function. Rather, there is likely a partial dissociation between speaking and singing…”16  

Instead of trying to combine the two entities equally, Paar states that the performer must 

make a choice. The performer must choose between speaking the words “with as close an 

approximation to the musical contour as possible” or singing the pitches “with as close an 

approximation to speech-like enunciation and timbre as possible.”17 Paar ultimately recommends 

that performers choose the sung approach with as much speech-like quality as possible. This 

choice seems to be the most logical since most of the pitches and rhythms in Sprechstimme 

works must be connected via vocal sliding, which will be discussed on the following page. 

Though they cannot be equally balanced within one’s vocal mechanism, singing and speaking 

are closely related vocal actions, and utilizing different amounts of speech and singing will help 

a performer better understand and develop their vocal abilities.  

It is also important to note that Schoenberg’s definition of Sprechstimme was ever-

changing. According to Avior Byron, “Schoenberg’s conception of Sprechstimme changed in 

different periods,” and he accepted different, varied performances of Pierrot lunaire over the 

course of his career.18 Because of this, there is room for considerate variation within 

Schoenberg’s speech-like singing parameters. Schoenberg’s overall goal was to create sounds 

that no one had heard before, and, once he achieved this goal through Sprechstimme production 

and Pierrot lunaire, he continued to try and balance his desire for artistic control and freedom. 

These actions eventually resulted in variations in his own work. Thus, when one tries to find a 

 
16 Sara, Paar, Between Speech & Song: Clarifying the Sprechstimme of Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire (DMA diss., 
City University of New York, 2017), 95. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Avior Byron, “The Test Pressings of Schoenberg Conducting Pierrot lunaire: Sprechstimme Reconsidered,” 
Music Theory Online 12, no. 1 (2006).  
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balance between speaking and singing, slight variation is allowed, especially when one considers 

who the performer is and what the composer wants.  

 
Use of Vocal Slides 

  Another important element of Sprechstimme production is the vocal slide. In the Pierrot 

lunaire preface, Schoenberg describes the need for a “falling and rising” from pitch to pitch, but 

it is unclear as to what he means or how the falling and rising is produced. To achieve this 

specified sound, the performer must differentiate between a portamento and a slide.19 According 

to Aidan Soder, “a vocal portamento is the legato movement between two pitches in which 

discrete, intermediary pitches are discernable,” which are frequently used in late nineteenth-

century operas like Puccini’s La bohème or Verdi’s Aida.20  

A vocal slide is “the continuous, legato movement between two pitches where individual 

pitches are not aurally discernable at any given point.”21 To create a “falling and rising” from 

pitch to pitch, the performer must use their voice to slide between notes, especially if the notes 

are longer in duration.22 It is less imperative that the performer slide between short notes because 

there is often not enough time. Performing a slide between every note, especially shorter notes, 

will slow the tempo, and it is important for the performer to maintain the composer’s original 

tempo. Thus, using a vocal slide is less dramatic than a vocal portamento, and it allows the 

performer to move more easily between most notes.23  

 
 

 
19 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 20. 
20 Ibid., 21. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 21. 
23 Ibid., 23. 
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Use of Vibrato 

 The use of increased vocal sliding causes another question to arise: should the performer 

use vibrato? Carl Seashore says that vibrato “is a pulsation of pitch, usually accompanied by 

synchronous pulsations of loudness and timbre, of such extent and rate as to give a pleasing 

flexibility, tenderness, and richness to the tone.”24 The pulsation of pitch or vibrato is a key part 

of classical vocal technique. When a performer uses vibrato, their vocal tone becomes richer and 

freer in most cases, and this pedagogical factor often causes singing and vibrato to be paired 

together. The use of vibrato is useful and necessary for most vocal styles, but it does not lend 

itself well to authentic Sprechstimme style.25 To create a more Sprechstimme-like tone, the 

performer must complete another balancing act. 

 When performing Sprechstimme, vibrato should be minimized; a small amount of vibrato 

is more ideal than using vibrato on every pitch. It is also important to note that the absence of 

vibrato does not mean that Sprechstimme is immediately produced.26 Singing in a straight-tone 

vocal production is neither accurate to typical human speech, nor is it comfortable to sustain for 

long periods of time. The performer must find a balance between the two options. Instead of 

using all or no vibrato, the performer must choose certain pitches during which they will use 

vibrato. Using vibrato during specific pitches will help distinguish between a legato, bel canto-

like vocal production and a Sprechstimme production.27 

The most ideal pitches during which a performer may use vibrato are longer and higher 

pitches because they require more air and energy.28 A pitch may be both long and high, and 

 
24 James C. McKinney, The Diagnosis & Correction of Vocal Faults: A Manual for Teachers of 
Singing & for Choir Directors (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2005), 196. 
25 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 20. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 20. 
28 Sara Paar, Between Speech & Song, 56. 
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vibrato use is especially warranted for these kinds of pitches, like half notes and whole notes 

above the staff. Ultimately, it is at the discretion of the performer as to whether they need vibrato 

in the higher part of their range. Unlike longer and higher pitches, lower and shorter pitches more 

closely resemble human speech. On average, a person’s speaking range is more limited than that 

of their singing range. A typical speech pattern encompasses a perfect fourth or fifth in range, 

whereas a typical singing pattern encompasses one to two octaves in range.29 Because of the 

wider range, the average pitch level of speech is typically lower than that of singing. Speech also 

typically moves at a faster rate than singing. A quick speech rate allows communication to 

remain efficient and understandable. Due to these traits, it is easier to produce a more speech-

like, non-vibrato tone while singing low and short pitches. Regardless of pitch range and 

duration, it is important that the performer feel comfortable with their Sprechstimme production. 

  
Vocal Familiarity 

Along with clarifications on vocal slides and vibrato, Soder addresses another vital 

necessity for Sprechstimme: vocal familiarity. The performer should be familiarized with their 

own vocal mechanism before attempting to practice Sprechstimme.30 This ideal is relevant for all 

vocal repertoire, but it is especially needed for Sprechstimme vocal practice. If the performer is 

uncomfortable or limited by technique while singing Sprechstimme, then the audience will be 

unable to focus on the music. The performer must realize their strengths and limitations, and they 

must be willing to experiment with their voice in a healthy and balanced way. To assist the 

performer in their vocal familiarity endeavors, several vocal familiarity exercises can be found in 

Chapter Seven.  

 
29 James C. McKinney, The Diagnosis & Correction of Vocal Faults, 166. 
30 Aidan Soder, Sprechstimme in Arnold Schoenberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 12. 
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CHAPTER III 

KURT WEILL (1900-1950) 

Kurt Weill developed a need to communicate through multiple artistic mediums during 

his lifetime. In his hometown of Dessau, Germany, Weill was immersed in the arts at a young 

age. Both of his parents had strong interests in music, theater, and visual art, and Albert, Weill’s 

father, was the chief cantor at the synagogue in Dessau.31 Due to his father’s position and his 

family’s Jewish heritage, Weill regularly attended services at the synagogue, which exposed him 

to large amounts of music. Weill soon developed a strong interest in music, and he taught 

himself to play piano by age ten. He began to compose music around the same time and wrote 

his first song cycle at age 13. Albert Weill noticed his son’s impressive musical abilities and 

asked his friend Albert Bing to teach his son theory and composition.32 

Weill studied with Bing for three years, and, at Bing’s encouragement, he became a full-

time student at the Hochschule für Musik in Berlin in 1918. While attending the Hochschule für 

Musik, Weill mainly studied with Engelbert Humperdinck, the early pioneer of Sprechstimme 

practice and notation. During his studies, Weill was labeled as an “outstandingly successful 

student.”33 However, he left the school and its strict, “unsympathetic atmosphere” after one year 

of study and sought out a less stifling, more sympathetic musical environment.34 

 In 1919, Weill wrote to Arnold Schoenberg, asking if he could study with him privately 

in Vienna. Schoenberg agreed to this and said he would help Weill “any way he could.”35 Weill 

 
31 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Weill, Kurt,” by J. Bradford Robinson and David Drew, accessed August 20, 2021, 
https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/. 
32 Ibid.  
33 Douglas Jarman, Kurt Weill: An Illustrated Biography (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1982), 14. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Lys Symonette, and Kim H. Kowalke, eds., Speak Low (When You Speak Love) – The Letters of Kurt Weill and 
Lotte Lenya (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996), 30. 
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thought highly of Schoenberg and his “modernist” musical ideals: “Think of everything in 

Strauss that is false, trivial, whitewashed, farfetched, and replace it with the ultimate in 

modernity—in Mahler’s sense—with the deepest conviction of a great personality: then you have 

Arnold Schoenberg, as I’m getting to know him from his Gurre-Lieder.”36 Weill came incredibly 

close to studying with the creator of Pierrot Lunaire, but his studies with Schoenberg were not 

meant to be. While planning his move to Vienna, Weill experienced several financial hardships, 

and he was neither able to complete the move nor study with Schoenberg. Instead, Weill went 

home in the summer of 1919 and looked to the theater.  

 
Weill’s Career in Europe 

In 1919, Weill quickly found work as a musical coach at several local theaters in Dessau. 

Two years later, Weill applied for and was awarded a three-year composition scholarship at the 

Akademie der Künste in Berlin where he began studies with the Italian composer and conductor 

Ferruccio Busoni.37 Busoni’s instruction had a significant influence on Weill’s career and 

understanding of music. Above all, Busoni “embraced artistic thinking and encouraged 

individual growth.”38 Busoni valued both traditional and modern musical ideals, so he included a 

mixture of older and newer musical styles in his teachings. Busoni passed on his hybrid musical 

style mentality to Weill, and Weill embraced it.  

Thanks to Busoni’s teachings, Weill was exposed to a variety of repertoire. He studied 

the Italian Renaissance, Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Schumann, Debussy, Wagner, Schoenberg, 

and Stravinsky to name only a few. The diverse amount of repertoire helped expand Weill’s 

 
36 Lys Symonette, and Kim H. Kowalke, eds., Speak Low (When You Speak Love), 30. 
37 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Weill, Kurt,” https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/. 
38 Christina Amonson, Kurt Weill: Lieder to Legend an Examination of “Ofrah’s Lieder” and “Frauentanz” Op. 10 
(DMA diss., University of Arizona, 2012), 23. 
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sense of musical expression.39 As Weill’s sense of expression grew, his compositional style or 

Weill Style became more concrete.40 Weill Style combines traditional and modern musical 

elements to create an unconventional and often dark-sounding tone in Weill’s music. This unique 

style will be elaborated upon in the next chapter.  

Under Busoni’s wing, Weill quickly progressed in his studies. Busoni became taken with 

Weill’s musical talents, and he and his colleagues encouraged Weill to write a variety of 

compositions during his apprenticeship. The compositions included ballets, songs, operas, 

chamber works, symphonies, and incidental music for a local theater. At the end of the 

apprenticeship in 1924, Busoni connected Weill with the Universal Edition publishing company 

in Vienna, and the company offered Weill an exclusive ten-year publishing contract.41 Weill 

signed the contract, and his professional career began.  

 After his apprenticeship with Busoni ended, Weill stayed in Berlin. He turned his 

attention to Berlin’s theater scene where he met the prominent Expressionist playwright Georg 

Kaiser in 1924.42 Like most Expressionist artists, Kaiser created intense and distorted versions of 

reality through his art, and his artistic intensity attracted Weill. Shortly after their meeting, Weill 

began to collaborate with Kaiser, and the partnership provided Weill with his first major footing 

into the Berlin theater community. Weill and Kaiser premiered the opera Der Protagonist 

together in Berlin in 1926, which helped Weill earn national acclaim.43  

Weill also married singer-actress Lotte Lenya in 1926. According to Weill, Lenya was “a 

terrible housewife but a wonderful actress.”44 Lenya was a versatile performer; she could sing, 

 
39 Lys Symonette, and Kim H. Kowalke, eds., Speak Low (When You Speak Love), 33. 
40 Christina Amonson, Kurt Weill: Lieder to Legend, 9.  
41 Lys Symonette, and Kim H. Kowalke, eds., Speak Low (When You Speak Love), 34. 
42 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Weill, Kurt,” https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/.  
43 Ibid. 
44 Douglas Jarman, Kurt Weill: An Illustrated Biography, 21.  
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dance, and act. Her energized characters and speech-like way of performing text helped fuel 

Weill’s fondness for vocal music. Throughout his career, Weill wrote many characters and songs 

with Lenya in mind. Lenya performed most of Weill’s vocal works during her lifetime, and her 

performances brought even more attention to his music.  

In March of 1927, Weill began collaborating with the librettist and writer Bertolt 

Brecht.45 Though their partnership was tumultuous, Brecht and Weill quickly became one of the 

most sought-after librettist and composer duos in Berlin’s theater scene. From 1927 to 1931, 

Brecht and Weill premiered works like Die Dreigroschenoper, Das Berliner Requiem, Der 

Lindberghflug, Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny, Happy End, and Der Jasager. These 

shows were wildly popular, but collaborations between Brecht and Weill ended around 1931. 

Though it was short-lived, Brecht and Weill’s partnership proved to be incredibly fruitful. Weill 

had achieved international recognition and financial independence through his work with Brecht. 

With his new-found fame and financial stability, Weill was able to devote all his time to writing 

music, especially for the theater.     

 Weill received enthusiastic support from the Berlin theater community in the years 

leading up to 1930. However, political tides in Berlin began to change around 1930. The 

Worker’s Party, commonly referred to as the Nazi Party, began its rise to power around 1930. 

Weill composed various musical stage works between 1931-1933, but every work was shunned 

by the German public due to his Jewish heritage. Weill decided to promote his music outside of 

Germany, so he fled to Paris with Lenya in 1933. After they arrived, Weill found a small amount 

of compositional work. In 1934, Weill and Lenya witnessed a pro-Nazi demonstration at a 

 
45 Abigail Kimball, “Kurt Weill’s Little Masterpieces” (DMA diss., Arizona State University, 2016), 13.  
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concert performance of Weill’s Der Silbersee in Paris, and they fled to the United States a few 

weeks after the demonstration.46  

 
Weill’s Career in the United States 

 When they reached the United States, Weill and Lenya traveled to New York City. They 

eventually found work in New York, and Weill began to write music for local theaters. As World 

War II unfolded, Weill wrote many political satires and anti-war pieces that received mixed 

reviews. He later set his sights on Broadway and began to seek out artists who were connected 

with the Great White Way, which is a term used to describe a street filled with bright lights and 

public entertainment. Over the next few years, Weill collaborated with lyricists Ira Gershwin, 

Maxwell Anderson, Moss Hart, Alan Jay Lerner and poets Langston Hughes and Ogden Nash. 

These collaborations helped Weill become more well-known within the American theater 

community. His new network of collaborators and the worsening political situation in Nazi 

Germany persuaded Weill to stay in the United States. After nine years in the U.S., Weill 

attained citizenship on August 27, 1943.47  

In 1938, Knickerbocker Holiday became Weill’s first hit show in the United States. He, 

in collaboration with the lyricist Maxwell Anderson, created the Americana-themed 

Knickerbocker Holiday, and the show brought Weill the attention and financial boost he needed. 

After Knickerbocker Holiday, Weill was invited to compose music for Broadway and its 

Hollywood annexes, and he devoted the remainder of his career to these theaters. Between 1940 

and 1950, Weill wrote and premiered many of his most famous shows, which include Lady in the 

Dark in 1940, One Touch of Venus in 1943, and the American opera Street Scene in 1946. The 

 
46 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Weill, Kurt,” https://www-oxfordmusiconline-com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/. 
47 Ibid. 
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premiere of Street Scene demonstrated that opera could be more stylistically diverse by 

combining operatic singing with elements of musical theater, dance, jazz, and spoken dialogue. 

The new artistic fusion helped lay the foundation for future developments in opera and musical 

theater. 

Weill accomplished much during his lifetime of fifty years. His work with both music 

and theater helped him become one of the most versatile composers of the twentieth century, and 

his “irrepressible affinity for the theater and the human voice” was ever-present.48 Weill’s keen 

interest in the theater also helped him solidify his own compositional style, which became known 

as his Broadway sound or Weill Style.49  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
48 Kim H. Kowalke, Kurt Weill in Europe, 1900-1935: A Study of His Music and Writings, Volumes I and II (PhD 
diss., Yale University, 1977), 358. 
49 Christina Amonson, Kurt Weill: Lieder to Legend, 9. 
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CHAPTER IV 

WEILL STYLE 

Weill Style was solidified through Weill’s theater music. In her dissertation Kurt Weill: 

Lieder to Legend an Examination of “Ofrah's Lieder” and “Frauentanz” Op. 10, Christina 

Amonson describes Weill Style as such: “[Weill’s] traditional German musical training, rooted 

in counterpoint, combined with his melodic and modern ingenuity form the basis of the Weill 

Style of theatre music, for which he earned international recognition.”50 Throughout his career, 

Weill sought “to temper his quest for modernity with respect for the classic” and “to synthesize 

the old with the new.”51 Thus, instead of choosing one compositional style, he decided to use a 

mixture of styles.  

Weill rooted his music in the traditions of Romanticism and counterpoint, but he also 

experimented with some of the more unconventional techniques of modernism. However, unlike 

Schoenberg’s or Berg’s modernism, Weill’s modernism was more tonal and tuneful, and he 

remained open-minded about modern musical standards throughout his career.52 As he became 

immersed in the theater, Weill layered more modern and experimental musical elements on top 

of his traditional foundation, and this combination became the basis for Weill Style.  

The sound of Weill Style is like a musical collage; bits and pieces of different musical 

styles are used in his music. The Romantic musical elements of Weill Style are slightly more 

plentiful than the modern elements, and they include rich and mostly tuneful melodies, diatonic 

harmonies with some chromaticism, a wide range of dynamics, and a variety of form structures. 

Though they are less prevalent, the modern musical elements give Weill’s music its dark color 

 
50 Christina Amonson, Kurt Weill: Lieder to Legend, 8. 
51 Lys Symonette, and Kim H. Kowalke, eds., Speak Low (When You Speak Love), 32-33.  
52 Christina Amonson, Kurt Weill: Lieder to Legend, 11. 
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and wit. In his article “Weill’s Debt to Busoni,” John Waterhouse says that Weill’s sound 

contains “a strange, disturbing instability, with something mysterious and sinister lurking just 

beneath the hard surface, which is the main reason for the extraordinary ‘ironical’  

hard ‘edge’.”53 

The dark, “ironical” quality of Weill’s music comes from his use of semi-tonality, which 

is repeated, continuous dissonance within a tonic key, moments of intense chromaticism, and 

syncopated, jazz-based rhythms.54 Weill layers different amounts of contrasting elements in a 

smooth and subtle way, and the smooth layering gives Weill’s music its subtle sense of irony and 

wit.55 Weill Style’s fusion of Romantic and modern musical devices offers the perfect medium 

through which the performer can express a wide range of emotions.  

Though Weill valued musical innovation, his main compositional goal was to move his 

audience. Weill’s work in the theater put him in constant contact with the public. Over time, 

Weill developed a true admiration for his audiences, and he valued their approval. Weill said:  

“I’m convinced that many modern composers have a feeling of superiority toward 
their audiences…Schoenberg, for example, has said he is writing for a time fifty 
years after his death. But the great ‘classic’ composers wrote for their 
contemporary audiences. They wanted those who heard their music to understand 
it, and they did. As for myself, I write for today. I don’t give a damn about writing 
for posterity.”56  
 

Weill wanted his music to be understandable and relevant. Because of this, Weill was constantly 

trying to appeal to larger and more diverse audiences. This mindset eventually led him to write 

his art songs.  

 
53 Christina Amonson, Kurt Weill: Lieder to Legend, 24. 
54 Ibid., 25. 
55 Ibid., 35. 
56 William C. King, “Composer for the Theatre--Kurt Weill Talks About ‘Practical Music’,” New York Sun, 
February 3, 1940 (Reprinted with the permission to quote from copyrighted material according to The Kurt Weill 
Foundation for Music). 
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Publications of Weill’s Art Songs 

 Before the late twentieth century, publications of Kurt Weill’s art songs were a rare 

commodity due to the increase in antisemitism during and after World War II. Thankfully, a 

considerable number of Weill song books and collections have been published over the past forty 

years. Among these publications is The Unknown Kurt Weill song collection edited by Lys 

Symonette. The Unknown Kurt Weill is a printed companion to Teresa Stratas’ 1981 recording of 

the same title. Stratas’ recording was incredibly well-received after its release, and it continues to 

be one of the most influential recordings of Weill’s solo vocal music. The printed version of The 

Unknown Kurt Weill contains fourteen piano-vocal scores of Weill’s lesser-known songs.57 He 

composed the songs between 1925 and 1944, and all but two songs are independent, stand-alone 

works.58  

At the beginning of the collection, Symonette describes how Lotte Lenya thought of the 

songs not as cabaret songs, but as Schubertian-like art songs that contain a “pure and simple 

wealth of melody.”59 There is absolute validity to Lenya’s statement, but it must also be said that 

Weill wrote select songs for European cabaret singers.60 These songs, most notably the French 

songs, gained popularity in cabarets throughout Europe, so the influence of cabaret in Weill’s art 

songs is also valid. Because of this, Weill’s art songs are a great fit for both concert hall and 

cabaret performance settings. Regardless of where they are performed, each song contains a 

myriad of emotions and opportunities to implement a Sprechstimme-based vocal production. 

 
57 Deane Root, “Vocal and Choral Music: by Kurt Weill,” Periodicals Archive Online 40, no. 1 (1983): 173. 
58 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill: A Collection of 14 Songs as sung by Teresa Stratas, European 
American Music Corporation (Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard, 1982), iii. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Denise Ritter Bernardini, “A Stylistic Guide to Classical Cabaret, Part 2: The Music of Weill, Britten, and 
Moore,” Journal of Singing 74, no. 3 (2018): 279–290. 
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CHAPTER V 

PROPOSAL OF MODIFIED SPRECHSTIMME PRODUCTION 

It is important to note that Weill’s art songs are not considered to be traditional 

Sprechstimme works. Weill never explicitly uses the word Sprechstimme in any of his writings 

or teachings, but his interest in Sprechstimme-like singing is undeniable. Weill explains his 

thoughts on “spoken songs” as such: 

“What I wanted to do was write musical settings for the spoken word, which 
would allow both arts (poetry and music) to exist harmoniously, supplementing 
each other in a perfect organism. In order to achieve this, I treat the spoken word 
just like the vocal part of a song, and with the same inner relation to the 
accompaniment as it exists in songs or in operas, so that the music really 
dramatizes the meaning of the words. When I write down these ‘spoken songs,’ I 
indicate exactly the rhythm of the recitation, the value of each syllable, the 
dynamics (piano and forte), the expression, the rising and falling of the voice. In 
other words, the spoken word becomes part of the musical composition.”61 
 

Weill mentions several musical elements that describe a Sprechstimme-based singing 

production. Weill speaks of a “harmonious” relationship between “poetry and music,” the 

“spoken” nature of his songs, and “the rising and falling of the voice.” These points align with 

the need for an expressive, speech-like vocal tone and the need for a falling and rising of the 

voice, like in Sprechstimme production.  

There is also a significant amount of Sprechstimme-based notation in Weill’s vocal 

repertoire. Much like Humperdinck’s Sprechnoten, Weill uses x-shaped noteheads to denote the 

need for a more spoken vocal production instead of a sung production (see Figures 5.1 and 5.2).  

 
61 Kurt Weill, Liner Notes for Mine Eyes Have Seen the Glory, arrangements of patriotic songs for narrator, TTBB 
chorus, and orchestra, The Kurt Weill Foundation for Music, Victor Records, M. 909, released March 1942 
(Reprinted with the permission to quote from copyrighted material according to The Kurt Weill Foundation for 
Music). 
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Figure 5.1: x-shaped noteheads in “Der Abschiedsbrief,” mm. 106-11362 
 
 

 

Figure 5.2: x-shaped noteheads in “Je ne t’aime pas,” mm. 48-4963 

 
62 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 37. 
63 Ibid., 49.  
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These sections of Sprechstimme-like notation often occur near the ends of phrases or at 

the ends of songs when the character has reached a strong emotional state. Though these excerpts 

do not contain a written “Sprechstimme” denotation, the “Spoken” articulation marking, 

presence of x-shaped noteheads, and Weill’s own descriptions of “spoken songs” indicate that 

Sprechstimme-based elements may be used in Weill’s songs. However, if these songs are not 

considered to be traditional Sprechstimme works, how might we describe Weill’s songs in a 

clearer way? The solution may be found in the concept of modified Sprechstimme. 

To produce a melodious, yet text-focused and speech-like rendering of Weill’s art songs, 

I recommend the use of modified Sprechstimme, a term of my own devising. Modified 

Sprechstimme is Sprechstimme production with certain adjustments: rather than accurate rhythm 

and approximated pitch, modified Sprechstimme will contain accurate pitch, and, if desired, 

approximated rhythm. Approximated rhythm is especially warranted if there are repetitive 

rhythmic motives throughout a piece. Therefore, pitch must be sung as it appears in the score, 

but rhythm may be slightly altered if it promotes the character and natural inflection of the text. 

Modified Sprechstimme production also requires the use of vocal sliding between select 

pitches. To reiterate, the act of sliding with the voice will feel like a continuous movement 

between pitches where specific pitches are not heard at any given point. The phrase “select 

pitches” is used when discussing Modified Sprechstimme because there is often not enough time 

to slide between every pitch, especially during songs with faster tempi and shorter notes. 

Therefore, the performer should sing notes that are both fast and short in a simplified, chant-like 

way. The simplified sound will feel like a sustained, sedentary vocal slide, and use of this 

sustained sound will help the performer maintain an accurate tempo and clear text delivery. 
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Along with vocal sliding, modified Sprechstimme allows the performer to use a moderate 

amount of vibrato, specifically during longer pitches, iterations of the same pitch, and pitches 

above the staff. Based on these parameters, there is more vibrato use in modified Sprechstimme 

than there is in regular Sprechstimme. Utilizing a combination of vocal slides and vibrato allows 

the performer to produce a healthy, sustainable tone while also honoring Weill’s desire for 

expressivity. As stated previously, the slides and moments of vibrato must be executed within the 

given tempo, unless the composer denotes otherwise (see Table 5.1).   

Table 5.1: Comparison of Original Sprechstimme and Modified Sprechstimme Elements 
 
Elements of Production 
 

Original Sprechstimme Modified Sprechstimme 

Pitch May be approximated As written 
Rhythm As written May be approximated 
Use of vocal sliding Yes, between most pitches Yes, between select pitches, 

especially longer pitches 
Use of vibrato A small amount (during long 

and high pitches) 
A moderate amount (during 
long, high, and repetitive 
pitches) 

Use of unconventional 
notation 
 

Always present May be present 

 
 

Ultimately, modified Sprechstimme production offers the performer more musical and 

pedagogical flexibility than original Sprechstimme. The performer may choose to sing both the 

pitches and rhythms as they appear in the vocal part, or they may choose to slightly vary the 

rhythm. The performer may also choose to slide between longer pitches or use a mixture of 

slides and vibrato. These choices are all attainable within the parameters of modified 

Sprechstimme, and, by following these parameters, the performer is encouraged to view modern 

song and speech-like vocal productions as approachable and understandable.  
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CHAPTER VI 

MODIFIED SPRECHSTIMME PRODUCTION IN FOUR ART SONGS BY 

KURT WEILL 

Though Kurt Weill and Sprechstimme-based elements are not often paired together in 

textbooks or recitals, many opportunities for speech-like delivery of text exist in Weill’s art 

songs. This theory will be tested through the application and analysis of modified Sprechstimme 

production in four of Weill’s art songs, including “Klopslied,” “Der Abschiedsbrief,” 

Complainte de la Seine,” and “Je ne t’aime pas.” The songs will be discussed in compositional 

order.  

 
Modified Sprechstimme in “Klopslied” 

The earliest of the four songs is “Klopslied” (Meatball Song). Weill composed it between 

1925 and 1926 using text from an anonymous poem that was popular in Berlin during the 

1920s.64 The song itself is a musical joke; it mimics the “cocky,” jaunty, and folk-based musical 

style of the Weimar Republic or pre-Nazi Germany. Weill composed “Klopslied” for Universal 

Edition’s twenty-fifth anniversary, but the piece mainly serves as an insult to the Republic.65 

Weill originally scored “Klopslied” for female voice, two piccolos, and bassoon, but the piano-

vocal version is more readily available and performed. 

“Klopslied” is one of Weill’s most unpredictable songs. The ridiculous story drives  

the wild nature of the piece (see Table 6.1). 

 

 
64 Wolfgang Rathert, “Kurt Weill Edition, Ser. II, Vol. 1 Chamber Music: String Quartet in B Minor, Sonata for 
Cello and Piano, String Quartet no. 1, op. 8, Two Movements for String Quartet, Frauentanz op. 10, and “Ick sitze 
da--un esse Klops,” The Kurt Weill Edition 1 (2004): 21. 
65 Ibid.  
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Table 6.1: Text of “Klopslied” by an anonymous poet 
(Translation by Lys Symonette and Marie Smithwick) 

 
Klopslied     Meatball Song 
 
Ick sitze da…un’ esse Klops   I sit there…and eat meatballs  
Uff eemal klopp’s    A sudden knock  
Ick kieke, staune, wundre mir,  I look around, amazed, I wonder,  
Uff eemal jeht’se uff, die Tür.   All of a sudden, the door is open 
Nanu, denk ick, ick denk: nanu  Oh well, I think, I think: oh well  
Jetzt is’se uff, erscht war’se zu!  Now it’s open, first it was closed!  
Ick jehe raus, un blikke   I go out, and look  
Un wer steht draussen?   And who is standing outside? 
Ikke! Ikke! Ikke!     It’s me! It’s me! It’s me!  
 

 
As the text suggests, the character in “Klopslied” is quirky and unpredictable. The character’s 

focus shifts often, which is reflected in Weill’s use of disjunct, leaping melodic contour, varied 

rhythms, short motives, and unrelenting dissonance in the piece.66 The text also features 

Berlinerisch or Berlin-like dialect. The inclusion of Berlinerisch is represented through the 

character’s unique pronunciations of certain words, such as “Ick” instead of Ich, “eemal” instead 

of einmal, and “jehe” instead of gehe. These dialect-based variations are fitting since the poem 

was embraced by the people of Berlin in the early nineteenth century.   

Weill’s musical joke also lacks tonal stability and predictable timing. The syllabic text 

setting is delivered at a rapid pace. The piano part contains a wide range and is often most active 

when the vocal part is not present. The accompaniment is dissonant, patter-like, and filled with 

staccato markings, which adds to the comical nature of the piece. The voice enters in measure 

five and continues to promote a sense of comedy. The voice delivers a series of concise melodic 

and rhythmic motives beginning with the “Ick sitze da” (I sit there) melody in measures five and 

six. Each motive contains a mixture of stepwise and leaping motion, and the stepwise pitches are 

 
66 Wolfgang Rathert, “Kurt Weill Edition, Ser. II, Vol. 1 Chamber Music,” 21. 
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sometimes chromatic, which adds to the character’s eccentricity. Both the vocal melody and 

piano melody also revolve around the weaker beats; almost every melodic entrance occurs on 

beat two or the “and” of beat one. The emphasis on weak beats creates a syncopated rhythmic 

pattern, which is a signature trait of Weill’s musical style (see Figure 6.1). 

 

Figure 6.1: Dissonance and syncopation in “Klopslied,” mm. 1-967 

The unstable and experimental nature of “Klopslied” is surprising because Weill 

composed the song during the middle of his career. Most composers implement a more 

experimental and dissonant sound near the end of their careers, but this was not the case for 

Weill. It is thought that Weill was experimenting with atonality and Schoenberg-like musical 

idioms while he composed “Klopslied,” but these ideas have not been proven.68 Influences aside, 

 
67 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 10. 
68 Wolfgang Rathert, “Kurt Weill Edition, Ser. II, Vol. 1 Chamber Music,” 21. 
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Weill successfully communicates the absurd text of “Klopslied” through his wild and 

unpredictable musical patterns. 

“Klopslied” is an ideal piece for modified Sprechstimme application. Accurate pitch must 

be implemented throughout the piece. The voice part is filled with short, speech-like rhythms and 

leaping intervals. The performer may begin to slide between most pitches as soon as they enter, 

especially if the pitches are longer than a dotted eighth note. There is not enough time to slide 

between the shorter pitches because the performer must retain the Giocoso or quick and playful 

tempo that Weill intended. The tempo must not slow down due to the vocal sliding. When the 

performer does use vocal slides, the undulating movement of the voice helps portray the 

character’s wild personality.  

Regarding vibrato use, the first pitch in which vibrato may be used is the D5 in measure 

six on the word “da.” The allowance of vibrato is warranted because the D5 is a half note, which 

is more than twice as long as the pitches that precede it. Like the D5 in measure six, vibrato may 

also be used on the half note in measure 27 and the half note tied to a dotted quarter note in 

measures 34 and 35. These longer pitches reside at the top of the staff, so vibrato is especially 

needed (see Figures 6.2 and 6.3).  

 
Figure 6.2: Vibrato on higher pitches in “Klopslied,” mm. 24-2869 

 
69 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 11. 
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Figure 6.3: Vibrato on higher pitches in “Klopslied,” mm. 33-3770  
 

 
Vibrato may also be used during quarter notes, which often occur at the ends of phrases. 

However, there is a mixture of accented and unaccented quarter notes throughout the piece, so 

using both vibrato and slides is recommended. Alternating between the two modified 

Sprechstimme elements will help the performer create more variety within the different notes. 

For instance, the melody for the phrase “Ick kieke, staune” (I look around, amazed) in measures 

12-14 contains accented quarter notes (see Figure 6.4).  

 

 
 
Figure 6.4: Accented quarter notes in “Klopslied,” mm. 10-1471 

 
70 Ibid., 12. 
71 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 10. 
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These notes should sound different from the unaccented quarter notes in measures eight and 

eleven, so the performer may choose to vibrate on each of the accented notes. In her recording of 

“Klopslied” from The Unknown Kurt Weill album, Teresa Stratas uses a mixture of vibrato and 

vocal sliding during the accented quarter notes.72  

Stratas also uses a small amount of rhythmic variation in her recording of “Klopslied.” 

She shortens the last note of certain phrases, as if to make the character sound more abrupt and 

defiant. For example, Stratas sings an eighth note instead of a quarter note in measure 25. The 

rhythmic variation occurs during the word “uff,” which arrives at the end of a two-bar phrase. 

The variation works well because it brings out the disjunct melody and the word “uff.” 

 
Modified Sprechstimme in “Der Abschiedsbrief” 

About eight years after “Klopslied,” Weill composed “Der Abschiedsbrief” or “The 

Farewell Letter” around 1933. The text is based on the poem “Der Scheidebrief” written by the 

German poet, author, and screenwriter Erich Kästner, who is known for his satirical writings. 

The character in “Der Abschiedsbrief” is a very aggravated and blunt woman named Erna 

Schmidt. She is reciting her saucy break up letter aloud (see Table 6.2).   

Table 6.2: Text of “Der Abschiedsbrief” by Erich Kästner  
(Translation by Lys Symonette and Marie Smithwick) 
 
  
Der Abschiedsbrief     

  
The Farewell Letter 

    
Zwei Stunden sitz’ ich schon im Café Bauer.      I’ve been sitting in Café Bauer for two hours.  
Wenn du nicht willst, dann sag mir’s in’s Gesicht. If you don’t want to, tell me to my face. 
Deswegen wird mir meine Milch nicht sauer, That’s why my milk does not get sour, 
Ich pfeif’ auf dich, I don’t give a damn about you, 
Mein Schatz, na schon, denn nicht. My sweetheart, well, I don’t. 
    
Du brauchst nicht denken, dass ich dich entbehre, You don’t need to think that I miss you, 

 
72 Teresa Stratas, The Unknown Kurt Weill, Nonesuch Records, 1981, digital album on Spotify. 
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Mit dem Verkehr mit mir, das ist jetzt aus! The intercourse with me, that’s over now! 
Auch ich hab’ so etwas wie eine Ehre. I also have something of an honor. 
 
Lass dich nicht blicken, Schatz,  

 
Don’t be seen, sweetheart, 

Lass dich nicht blicken, Schatz,  Don’t be seen, sweetheart,  
Sonst fliegst du ‘raus!    Otherwise, you’ll be thrown out! 
    
Du bist der Erste nicht, der so verschwindet.    You’re not the first to go away like this. 
Das hab’ ich nicht an Dir verdient, mein gutes Kind! I didn’t deserve that from you, my good child! 
Du glaubst doch nicht,   You don’t think 
Dass sich nicht noch ein And’rer findet? That you’ll find someone else? 
Es gibt noch welche, die bequemer für mich sind. There are still some who are more convenient. 
    
Ich hab’ das Grüne an aus Poppelin.          I have on the green poplin dress. 
Das Loch d’rin hast du auch hineingerissen. You tore the hole in it too. 
Du weisst, es reicht mir nur bis zu den Knien. You know, it’s only up to my knees. 
Ich hab’ auch noch ein angefang’nes Kissen,     I also still have an unfinished pillowcase, 
Das solltest du am Heil’gen Abend kriegen, You were supposed to get it Christmas Eve, 
Das ist nun aus, und mir auch einerlei. That’s all over now, and I don’t care either. 

  
Es werden öfters Andre darauf liegen,  Others will lay on it often, 
Denn was vorbei ist, Schatz,      Because what’s over, sweetheart, 
Denn was vorbei ist, Schatz,      Because what’s over, sweetheart, 
Das ist vorbei!  It’s over! 
  
Ich bin nicht stolz, auch wär das nicht am Platze. 
Wenn Du was übrig hast, dann schick’ es schnell! 
Mir gegenüber feixt ein Herr mit Glatze, 
Das ist der Chef von Engelhorn’s Hotel! 

  
I am not proud, that would not be appropriate. 
If you have anything left, then send it quickly! 
Opposite me a bald gentleman smirks, 
This is the boss of Engelhorn’s Hotel! 

  
Na Schluss! Das Vis-à-vis von gegenüber fragt, 
Ob ich wollte, denn er möchte schon. 

  
That’s it! The one opposite me asks, 
Whether I wanted to, because he’d like to. 

Der hat Moneten, so ein alter Schieber.          He has money, the old crook. 
Behalt dein Geld, behalt dein Geld, Keep your money, keep your money, 
Und schlaf allein, mein Sohn.    And sleep alone, my sonny boy! 
    
Auch Du bist einer von die feinen Herrn.    You too are one of the fine gentlemen. 
Der Alte kommt, er nimmt mich zu sich mit!       The old man comes, he takes me with him! 
Rutsch mir den Buckel lang! Und hab’ mich gern! Kiss my ass! And get lost! 
Von ganzem Herzen, deine Erna Schmidt. With all my heart, your Erna Schmidt. 

  
 
 

In the strophic song “Der Abschiedsbrief,” Ms. Schmidt has much to say. Her colloquial 

and pointed way of speaking is heard through her use of idioms like “Ich pfeif’ auf dich” (I don’t 

give a damn about you), “so ein alter Schieber” (the old crook), and “Und hab’ mich gern!” (And 

get lost!). Weill sets Ms. Schmidt’s colloquial text in a speech-like way. Weill uses a syllabic 
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text setting and writes most of the voice part on the staff. The voice often moves in stepwise 

motion, but there are occasional leaps. The piano part is made up of a thin, chordal texture, and it 

doubles the vocal melody in the right hand (see Figure 6.5).  

Figure 6.5: Chordal texture and melodic doubling in “Der Abschiedsbrief,” mm. 6-1473 

Both the voice and piano parts are filled with shorter rhythmic values. The rhythms 

include sixteenth, eighth, and quarter notes, and, as stated previously, shorter rhythmic values are 

most similar to typical human speech. Thus, shorter rhythms are used throughout “Der 

Abschiedsbrief” to create a speech-like rhythmic pattern that emphasizes the text. The short 

 
73 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 30.  
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rhythms, middle voice range, chordal accompaniment, and syllabic text setting help the 

performer communicate Ms. Schmidt’s frustrations through her plentiful use of words.  

A performer may also apply modified Sprechstimme to “Der Abschiedsbrief.” The vocal 

part contains a wide range of melodic motion and rhythm. Most of the notes are short, quick, and 

move by step, so it is recommended that the performer use a simplistic, chant-like tone to sing 

these pitches. During longer pitches and wider intervals, the performer may slide between 

pitches. During longer, higher, or repeated pitches, the performer may also use vibrato. Provided 

below is an excerpt of “Der Abschiedsbrief” that contains a color-coded illustration. The excerpt 

reflects the possible modified Sprechstimme elements that may be utilized (see Figure 6.6).  

 
Figure 6.6: Modified Sprechstimme interpretation in “Der Abschiedsbrief,” mm. 39-4774 

 

 
74 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 32. 
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Due to its strophic nature, rhythmic variation may also be implemented in the song. There 

are repetitive rhythmic motives within each verse and refrain. To add more interest to repeated 

rhythms, the performer may slightly elongate or shorten certain pitches based on the text. For 

instance, the repeated eighth note rhythms in measures 79 and 80 may be slightly varied. The 

eighth notes occur in the second verse during the text “Ich bin nicht stolz, auch wär das nicht am 

Platze” (I’m not proud, that wouldn’t be appropriate) (see Figure 6.7).  

 

Figure 6.7: Repeated eighth note rhythms in “Der Abschiedsbrief,” mm. 79-8475 
 

To ensure that the text remains clear, the performer may slightly elongate the rhythms that occur 

on more important words of the sentence, like “stolz” (proud), and shorten some of the rhythms 

that occur on less important words, like “auch” (also) and “das” (that). The slight disruption of 

repetition will help the audience stay engaged and allow the performer to maintain an authentic 

 
75 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 35. 
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language inflection. Mezzo-soprano Anne Sofie von Otter uses this specific rhythmic variation in 

her recording of “Der Abschiedsbrief,” which can be found on von Otter’s album entitled Weill: 

Speak Low.76   

The text-driven song also contains a notational twist at the end. Weill sets the last stanza 

with x-shaped noteheads (see Figure 6.8).  

 

Figure 6.8: x-shaped noteheads at the end of “Der Abschiedsbrief,” mm. 106-11377 
 

The x-shaped noteheads are unmistakable. The noteheads in Weill's song are similar to those 

used by Humperdinck and Schoenberg in their Sprechstimme-based works, and they reflect 

Weill’s desire for speech-like text communication. It seems that Weill chose to use this specific 

notation method because Erna Schmidt is through with niceties at the end of her letter, which is 

understood through her statement of “Rutsch mir den Buckel lang! Und hab’ mich gern!” (Kiss 

 
76 Anne Sofie von Otter, Weill: Speak Low, Deutsche Grammophon Records, 1994, digital album on Spotify. 
77 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 37. 
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my ass! And get lost!). Ms. Schmidt is without remorse, and her emotions are so intense that 

Weill denotes that the performer must change their vocal production entirely to make the 

character’s emotions clear. Therefore, the x-shaped noteheads signal to the performer that this 

part of the text may be more spoken rather than sung so that the intensity of her emotions are 

fully understood.  

Modified Sprechstimme in “Complainte de la Seine”  

Weill composed the songs “Complainte de la Seine” and “Je ne t’aime pas” shortly after 

“Der Abschiedsbrief.” He wrote the two French songs between 1933 and 1934, and they feature 

poems written by the French writer, playwright, and poet Maurice Magre. Weill composed the 

two French songs in Paris while he was avoiding the Nazi Regime. Weill had little money at the 

time because the Nazis had frozen his bank accounts, so he was desperate for work. Weill met 

the French cabaret singer Lys Gauty in Paris in 1934, and she agreed to commission him. Gauty 

commissioned Weill to write “Complainte de la Seine” for her. The song was so well received in 

Paris that she commissioned him to write another song, so Weill composed “Je ne t’aime pas.” 

Both songs contain a large amount of emotional content, speech-like vocal range, and Weill’s 

signature dark sound.78   

“Complainte de la Seine” or “Lament of the Seine” is the first of the two Gauty songs. 

The text depicts an appalling scene under the surface of the Seine River, which flows through 

Paris and much of northern France. Pieces of living and non-living things liter the bottom of the 

river (see Table 6.3).  

 

 

 

 
 

 
78 Denise Ritter Bernardini, “A Stylistic Guide to Classical Cabaret, Part 2: The Music of Weill,  
Britten, and Moore,” Journal of Singing 74, no. 3 (2018): 280. 
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Table 6.3: Text of “Complainte de la Seine” by Maurice Magre 
(Translation by Lys Symonette and Marie Smithwick) 
 
 
Complainte de la Seine    Lament of the Seine 
 
Au fond de la Seine, il y a de l’or,  At the bottom of the Seine, there is gold, 
Des bateaux rouillés, des bijoux, des armes. Rusty boats, jewelry, weapons.  
Au fond de la Seine, il y a des morts.  At the bottom of the Seine, there are dead people. 
Au fond de la Seine, il y a des larmes. At the bottom of the Seine, there are tears. 
 
Au fond de la Seine, il y a des fleurs;  At the bottom of the Seine, there are flowers; 
De vase et de boue elles sont nourries. On silt and mud they are nourished. 
Au fond de la Seine, il y a des coeurs. At the bottom of the Seine, there are hearts. 
Qui font souffrir trop pour vivre la vie. They who suffer too much to live life.  
 
Et puis des cailloux et des bêtes grises.  And then pebbles and gray animals. 
L’âme des égouts soufflant des poisons.  The soul of the sewers blowing poisons. 
Les anneaux jetés par des incomprises,  The rings thrown in by the misunderstood, 
Des pieds qu’une hélice a coupés du tronc.  Feet cut off by a propeller from the trunk. 
 
Et les fruits maudits des ventres stériles, And the cursed fruits of sterile wombs, 
Les blancs avortés que nul n’aima.  The aborted whites that no one liked. 
Les vomissements de la grand’ville.  The vomit of the big city.  
Au fond de la Seine, il y a cela.  At the bottom of the Seine, there is that.  
 
Ô Seine clémente où vont les cadavres, O clement Seine where the corpses go, 
Ô lit dont les drops sont faits de limon, O bed whose drops are made of silt, 
Fleuv’ des déchets, sans fanal, ni hâvre, River of waste, without lantern or harbor,  
Chanteuse bercant, la morgue et les ponts. Singer rocking, the morgue and the bridges. 
 
Accueill’ le pauvre, accueill’ la femme, Welcome the poor, welcome the woman, 
Accueill’ l’ivrogne, accueill’ le fou,  Welcome the drunkard, welcome the fool, 
Mèle leurs sanglots au bruit de tes lames, Mix their sobs with the sound of your blades, 
Et porte leurs coeurs, et porte leurs coeurs, And bear their hearts, and bear their hearts, 
Et porte leurs coeurs, parmi les cailloux. And bear their hearts, among the stones. 
 

 
 

The scene in Magre’s poem is quite intense. Throughout the poem, the unnamed narrator 

describes the contents of the river. Jewelry, flowers, slime, silt, animals, machinery, corpses, 

weapons, and other mysterious things rest beneath the water. The list of items reflects the rich, 

yet dark history of the Seine River as each item represents an event that occurred near its banks. 
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As the song continues, the narrator explains how the river acts as a dumping ground for the dead 

and despondent of Paris. The “fleuv’ des déchets” (river of waste) is the keeper of the 

“vomissements de la grand’ville” (vomit of the big city) both literally and figuratively, and it 

welcomes those who are rejected from society, including “le pauvre” (the poor), “la femme” (the 

woman), “l’ivrogne” (the drunk), and “le fou” (the fool). This mournful text is masterfully 

portrayed in the song “Complainte de la Seine” through Weill’s use of unstable harmonies and 

moaning melodic contour. 

“Complainte de la Seine” is like a musical dirge. The andante non troppo tempo and the 

piano’s march-like, dotted eighth and sixteenth note pattern help establish a mournful tone. 

Throughout the song, the piano also plays a mixture of major and minor chords, and the ever-

changing tonalities add to the dark and unstable character of the piece. When the voice enters in 

measure four, the piano begins to play a steady quarter note pattern at a piano dynamic level, 

allowing the voice and syllabic text setting to become more prevalent (see Figure 6.9). 
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Figure 6.9: Piano introduction and vocal entrance in “Complainte de la Seine,” mm. 1-1179 
 

The voice part remains on the staff and contains much pitch repetition, as shown in the 

excerpt below. The repetitive pitches occur when the performer describes the more shocking 

things in the river, like “les fruits maudits des ventres stériles” (the cursed fruits of sterile 

wombs) and “les vomissements de la grand’ville” (the vomit of the big city). These moments of 

drone-like tone create a moaning effect in the voice, which acts as a form of elongated speech 

 
79 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 5. 
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(see Figure 6.10). The moaning vocal quality can be heard in Stratas’ recording of “Complainte 

de la Seine” from The Unknown Kurt Weill album.80 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 6.10: Repetitive pitches in “Complainte de la Seine,” mm. 29-3981 
 

Along with a substantial amount of pitch repetition, the voice moves by leap or step at the 

end of most phrases, which seems to lead the narrator into their next thought. These aspects 

reflect how the melody in “Complainte de la Seine” is strongly influenced by the text. Thus, the 

 
80 Teresa Stratas, The Unknown Kurt Weill, Nonesuch Records, 1981. 
81 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 7. 
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song’s text-driven melody, slow tempo, supportive piano part, and limited vocal range allow the 

performer to bring more attention to the text by using modified Sprechstimme techniques.  

The dramatic mood of “Complainte de la Seine” is significantly heightened when 

modified Sprechstimme is applied to the vocal part. The vocal sliding in modified Sprechstimme 

may serve as a text painting device in the song. When the melody moves by leap or step, the 

performer may slide between most pitches to better portray the vivid imagery, like the sinking 

jewelry, slippery mud, or movement of the river. Using vocal slides in this pictorial way helps 

the performer fully energize each line of text and create a more sensorial experience for the 

audience (see Figure 6.11).

 

Figure 6.11: Opportunities for text painting in “Complainte de la Seine,” mm. 47-5382  
 
As the song progresses, repetitions of A4 occur when the narrator mentions the neglected 

members of society, such as the poor, the woman, the drunk, and the fool. Since the pitches are 

 
82 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 8. 
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repeated, the performer may choose to use vibrato during each short phrase. The performer may 

also choose to elongate or lean into each pitch, which may yield a chant-like or moaning sound. 

As Weill’s (spoken) articulation marking suggests, the use of vocal elongation seems to be the 

most ideal choice because the resulting vocal timbre better portrays a group of people who are in 

distress. Instead of using one or the other, the performer may also choose to alternate between 

the two actions, using vibrato on some pitches and elongation on other pitches. It is important to 

note that producing a beautiful vocal tone in this section of the song is not needed. Since the text 

is the most important element in most Weill songs, the portrayal of the text and communication 

of the story is paramount. The text in “Complainte de la Seine” depicts things that are unpleasant 

and disgusting, so a less appealing tone, like a moaning sound, will add to the story rather than 

take away from it.  

Modified Sprechstimme in “Je ne t’aime pas” 

“Je ne t’aime pas” or “I don’t love you” is the second of the two Gauty songs. The song 

features an individual who is in utter denial. The unnamed narrator claims that they do not love 

the person they are referring to, but the irony of the matter is that he or she still loves the person. 

Despite the claim that they are “n’es qu’un ami” (just a friend), the narrator continues to mention 

intimate detail about their non-lover, like their body, face, voice, and perfume. This information 

hints at a previous romantic relationship. The narrator’s constant negation does little to persuade 

them of their lack of affection for the person, and, by the end of the song, the narrator is on their 

knees, crying, and proclaiming the empty phrase, “je ne t’aime pas!” (I do not love you!). The 

ironic tone and constant sense of denial are impossible to overlook (see Table 6.4). 
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Table 6.4: Text of “Je ne t’aime pas” by Maurice Magre 
(Translation by Lys Symonette and Marie Smithwick) 
 
  
Je ne t’aime pas                                              I don’t love you 
  
Retire ta main, je ne t’aime pas                      Take your hand away, I don’t love you 
Car tu l’as voulu, tu n’es qu’un ami.              Because you wanted it, you’re just a friend. 
Pour d’autres sont faits le creux de tes bras   The crooks of your arms are made for others 
Et ton cher baiser, ta tête endormie.               And your dear kiss, your sleeping head. 
  
Ne me parle pas, lorsque c’est le soir             Don’t talk to me when it’s evening 
Trop intimement, à voix basse même             Too intimately, even in a low voice 
Ne me donne pas surtout ton mouchoir:         Above all, don’t give me your handkerchief: 
Il renferme trop le parfum que j’aim’.            It contains too much of the perfume that I love. 
  
Dis-moi tes amours, je ne t’aime pas             Tell me your loves, I don’t love you 
Quelle heure te fut la plus enivrante?             What time was the most intoxicating for you? 
Et s’il t’aimait bien, ou s’il fut ingrat...          And if she liked you, or if she was ungrateful 
En me le disant, ne sois pas charmant.           In telling me, don’t be charming. 
  
Je n’ai pas pleuré, je n'ai pas souffert             I didn’t cry, I didn’t suffer 
Ce n’était qu'un rêve et qu’une folie.             It was only a dream and madness. 
Il me suffira que tes yeux soient clairs           It will be enough for me that your eyes are clear 
Sans regret du soir, ni mélancolie.                 Without regret for the evening, nor melancholy. 
  
Il me suffira de voir ton bonheur.                   It will be enough for me to see your happiness. 
Il me suffira de voir ton sourire.                     It will be enough for me to see your smile. 
Conte-moi comment il a pris ton cœur           Tell me how he took your heart 
Et même dis-moi ce qu'on ne peut dire.         And even tell me what cannot be said. 
  
Non, tais-toi plutôt...Je suis à genoux             No, shut up instead...I’m on my knees 
Le feu s’est éteint, la porte est fermée            The fire has gone out, the door is closed 
Ne demande rien, je pleure... C'est tout...       Don't ask for anything, I’m crying...that’s all. 
Ô ma bienaimée…Je ne t’aime pas!...            Oh my beloved...I don’t love you!... 
  

 

The emotion within “Je ne t’aime pas” is ideal for Weill Style. The text is filled with 

sarcasm and irony, which demands the need for dark and unsettled harmonies. The song is 

strophic, and each verse is filled with multiple two-bar phrases. Each two-bar phrase contains a 

mixture of repeated pitches and pitches that are relatively close together on the staff. These 
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pitches mostly move by step and are never more than a fifth apart, as if the narrator is trying to 

exaggerate their disinterest in the situation (see Figure 6.12). 

 

 
 

Figure 6.12: Two-bar phrases at the beginning of “Je ne t’aime pas,” mm. 1-983 
 
As the piece continues, Weill portrays the narrator’s sense of emotional irresolution by 

switching back and forth between F minor and F major. The verses are written in F minor, and, 

each time the chorus begins, there is an abrupt shift to F major. These sudden modulations and 

the syncopated rhythm throughout add to the drama as the narrator “unwillingly reveals the 

morbid truth of Weill's irony.”84  

The use of modified Sprechstimme in “Je ne t’aime pas” is highly warranted. The 

moderate tempo and occasional melodic leaps help the performer slide between most pitches. 

Each vocal phrase also ends with a whole note or dotted half note, which gives the performer 

 
83 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 47.  
84 Denise Ritter Bernardini, “A Stylistic Guide to Classical Cabaret,” 281. 
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ample opportunity to use a small amount of vibrato. The longer pitches combined with the 

syllabic text setting and syncopated rhythms invite modified Sprechstimme production to be 

incorporated into the piece. Singer-actress Ute Lemper utilizes all these performance practices in 

her recording of “Je ne t’aime pas” in her album Weill: Ute Lemper sings Kurt Weill.85    

The second half of “Je ne t’aime pas” also contains a large indicator that speech-like 

vocal production is needed. The end of the song contains “Spoken” text that is notated with x-

shaped noteheads. Like the song “Der Abschiedsbrief,” the short phrases of spoken text occur at 

the end of the song when the narrator is in a climatic emotional state. All pitches are written on 

A4, so there is no melodic variation.  

 

Figure 6.13: x-shaped noteheads at the end of “Je ne t’aime pas,” mm. 48-4986 
 

These phrases do not consist of sung melody, but rather moments in which the performer 

speaks the text in rhythm to better communicate the emotional intensity. The act of speaking in 

rhythm is a slight variation of modified Sprechstimme. The phrases are more spoken than sung, 

so vocal sliding and vibrato are not needed. Weill’s specified marking of Spoken makes the 

desired vocal production clear, and the text and emotions become the focus. The switching from 
 

85 Ute Lemper, Weill: Ute Lemper Sings Kurt Weill, Decca Music Group Limited Records, 1988, digital album on 
Spotify. 
86 Lys Symonette, ed., The Unknown Kurt Weill, 49.  
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singing to speaking can be heard in Stratas’ version of “Je ne t’aime pas” from The Unknown 

Kurt Weill album.87 Stratas distinctly speaks the text “Et s’il t’aimait bien, ou s’il fut ingrat...” 

(and if she liked you, and or if she was ungrateful...) at the end of verse one, “Ne demande rien, 

je pleure... C’est tout...” (don't ask for anything, I’m crying...that’s all...) at the end of verse two, 

and “Je ne t’aime pas!...” in the last system.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
87 Teresa Stratas, The Unknown Kurt Weill, Nonesuch Records, 1981. 
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CHAPTER VII 

VOCAL FAMILIARITY EXERCISES 

Learning how to sing any vocal production can be overwhelming. An immense amount of 

detail is involved in learning how to become a vocalist, and it can be difficult to further one’s 

vocal journey. The purpose of this chapter is to help eliminate vocal apprehension and provide 

specific ways in which a performer may become more familiar with how their voice sounds and 

operates. This chapter contains both non-notated and notated exercises to help the performer 

understand all aspects of their voice. The performer must remain patient while attempting these 

exercises. As is the case in all subjects, consistency is last, and the process is just as valuable, if 

not more so, than the result. Once the performer has practiced these exercises and become more 

familiar with their instrument, they may begin to experiment with Sprechstimme-based vocal 

productions.   

 
Non-Notated Exercises 

Video and Audio Recording: Recording one’s vocal practice is the most immediate way to 

become familiar with the voice. The recording acts as an immediate aural and visual mirror. In 

her article “Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences: Musical Intelligence,” Lynn Helding 

describes the benefits of recording usage:  

“Video and audio recording are more standard means by which intrapersonal 
intelligence may be nurtured. Teachers who consistently use video recording in 
their studios know what a large gap exists between students’ self-perceptions and 
their realities. Flaws that previously went unnoticed by students, or worse, denied, 
cannot be easily refuted when faced with the objective evidence afforded by an 
audio or visual record.”88 
 

 
88 Lynn Helding, “Gardner’s Theory of Multiple Intelligences: Musical Intelligence,” Journal of Singing 66, no. 3 
(2010): 329. 
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By recording one’s vocal practice sessions, the individual can close the gap between their self-

perception and reality. What one hears inside their head is different from what they hear outside 

of their body. Thus, watching and listening to a recording can help the performer understand 

what other people are hearing and seeing. Recommended devices with which a performer may 

record their vocal practice sessions are a smartphone or a high-quality camcorder, such as a 

GoPro camera.  

 
Mirror Use: Like video and audio recordings, singing in front of a mirror will provide a 

performer with immediate feedback. Singing involves the whole body, so being able to monitor 

the body’s movements through a mirror can expose both good and bad tension. An example of 

good tension is gently releasing the jaw down and back for an /ɑ/ vowel. An example of bad 

tension is squeezing and raising the shoulders during an ascending scale. By standing in front of 

a mirror and performing these actions, the performer will be able to observe the actions and 

understand their effects on the voice both visually and physiologically.89 

 
Journaling: Keeping a written account of one’s vocal sensations can also be a useful tool. Recent 

studies show that the act of writing things down can help an individual process information more 

efficiently.90 If an individual writes something down, they are more likely to remember it. 

Therefore, taking note of things like weather, diet, mood, exercise, stress level, and 

corresponding vocal sensations can help an individual discover how and what affects their voice. 

For instance, an increase in caffeine and dry weather may cause an individual to feel more 

uneasy during their vocal practice. By journaling about their daily caffeine intake and 

 
89 Roy Samuelsen, “Point Counterpoint: Counterpoint 14,” Journal of Singing 41, no. 1 (1984): 13. 
90 Lifehack, s.v. “You Will Remember Information Longer if you Hand Write Notes,” by Robert Locke, accessed 
February 25, 2022, https://www.lifehack.org/articles/productivity/you-will-remember-information-longer-you-hand-
write-notes.html.  
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observations about the weather, the individual will be able to better understand how these factors 

affect their voice. A journal template of my own devising has been provided below to help the 

individual organize their observations. Users may add or remove categories as needed (see Table 

7.1).  

Table 7.1: Journal Template for Vocal Performers  
 
Day: Weather: Diet: Mood:  Vocal 

Sensations: 
Monday Sunny and 

somewhat humid 
Water, cereal, 
coffee, salad, 
fruit, sandwich 

Happy, alert, 
curious, goofy, 
talkative  

Bright, flexible, 
warm, sustained 

Tuesday Sunny and 
somewhat dry 

Water, cereal, 
tea, veggies, 
chips, tacos 

Cheerful, alert, 
introspective, 
content   

Bright, flexible, 
warm, sustained 

Wednesday Sunny and very 
dry 

Water, eggs, 
soda, coffee, 
sandwich, fruit  

Curious, strange, 
distracted, 
stressed 

Uneven, breathy, 
warm, tight 

Thursday Cloudy and 
somewhat rainy 

Water, cereal, 
coffee, burger, 
fries, fruit, chips 

Melancholy, 
stressed, 
disappointed  

Uneven, bright, 
tight, pushed  

Friday Cloudy and very 
rainy 

Water, coffee, 
burger, fries 

Sad, uninspired, 
sluggish, gloomy 
 

Didn’t feel like 
practicing 

Saturday Cloudy and very 
rainy 

Water, eggs, 
coffee, pizza, 
salad, fruit 

Content, 
talkative, sleepy, 
distracted  

Warm, breathy, 
released, bright 

Sunday Sunny and very 
humid 

Water, cereal, 
tea, pasta, 
veggies, fruit 

Glad, alert, 
talkative, goofy, 
energized  

Bright, flexible, 
warm, sustained 

 
 

Observing Other Artists: One can learn much about their own voice by watching and listening to 

other artists. An individual can gain a better concept of ideal vocal sound by observing others. 

When healthy vocal production is demonstrated, most extraneous material is eliminated, like 

excess words, sounds, and images. Thus, the individual is able to aurally and visually experience 

vocal sounds through another person’s demonstration. Observing other artists can also provide 
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an individual with a better understanding of artistic community.91 By attending vocal 

demonstrations and performances, we learn that we are not alone in our own artistic endeavors. 

Interacting with other people who are getting to know their voice is both reaffirming and 

motivating, and most individuals are more likely to succeed and continue singing if they are a 

part of an uplifting community of artists.92  

 
Notated Exercises 

The purpose of the following vocal exercises is to help individuals find a balance 

between continuous airflow, pressure around the voice, and speech-like resonance. Familiarity 

with these pedagogical entities will help performers better understand their own voice, build 

vocal stamina, and prepare to take on new vocal production methods, like Sprechstimme and 

modified Sprechstimme. When attempting new vocal exercises, remain patient and gentle with 

the voice. Exercise users are encouraged to experiment with different tempi, vowels, and keys. 

 

 
Figure 7.1: Humming   

Directions for Figure 7.1: Start by releasing the jaw, resting the tongue against the bottom teeth, 

and slightly raising the soft palate or the back of the roof of the mouth. Inhale, and sing the word 

“yum.” Slowly close the lips while continuing to sustain the “m” sound. Continue humming until 

out of breath. 
  

 
91 Kimberly Stephenson, “Critical Thought, Intrinsic Motivation, and the Voice Studio: Perspectives of Master 
Teachers,” Journal of Singing 74, no. 4 (2018): 411. 
92 Ibid.  

yummm yummm yummm yummm- - - - - - - - -
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Figure 7.2: Vocal fall-offs 

Directions for Figure 7.2: Inhale, speak the word “hey,” and elongate the vowel. Then, sing a 

descending slide at the end of the “hey,” as if falling off the word. Repeat in different areas of 

vocal range.  

     
  

 

   

Figure 7.3: Vocal lift-offs 

Directions for Figure 7.3: Inhale, speak the word “hey,” and elongate the vowel. Then, sing an 

ascending slide at the end of the “hey,” as if lifting off the word. Repeat in different areas of 

vocal range.     
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Figure 7.4: Continuous vocal slides on vowels 

Directions for Figure 7.4: Start by releasing the jaw, resting the tongue gently against the bottom 

teeth, and slightly raising the soft palate. Inhale and begin sliding from pitch to pitch without 

stopping. 

 

 
 

 

Figure 7.5: Continuous vocal slides on vowels and consonants 

Directions for Figure 7.5: Start by releasing the jaw, resting the tongue against the bottom teeth, 

and slightly raising the soft palate. Inhale, slide from pitch to pitch without stopping, and keep 

the soft palate raised throughout, especially during voiced consonants like “m,” “v,” and “l.” 

Rhythm is flexible and may be modified if needed. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

CONCLUSION 

Speech-like singing has become an essential part of the modern-day performer’s vocal 

canon. Sprechstimme production is one of the most common modern, speech-like vocal 

productions, but its parameters can be ambiguous and intimidating. Therefore, this study offers a 

more flexible and attainable version of Sprechstimme called modified Sprechstimme production. 

By practicing modified Sprechstimme, performers of all ages can better understand speech-like 

singing and experience more vocal and artistic variety. This variety may be achieved through 

vocal familiarity exercises, pitch accuracy, rhythmic flexibility, use of vocal sliding, and use of 

vibrato.  

Experimenting with modified Sprechstimme elements offers the performer a plethora of 

different vocal options with which they may achieve more specified text communication, 

increased amounts of tone color, and a more flexible vocal mechanism. All aspects of modified 

Sprechstimme may be practiced in the song repertoire of Kurt Weill, a composer who epitomizes 

the concept of artistic versatility. Weill embraced both music and theater throughout his career, 

so there is a constant need for emotional and textual expressivity in his vocal works. Due to the 

ever-present need for heightened expressivity, modified Sprechstimme production is warranted 

in Weill’s songs, most notably in “Klopslied,” “Der Abschiedsbrief,” Complainte de la Seine,” 

and “Je ne t’aime pas.” The exploration and application of modified Sprechstimme in Kurt 

Weill’s songs can be an incredibly useful tool and, when used, performers will experience a 

greater sense of vocal freedom and understanding of text in their song interpretations. 
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APPENDIX A 

PERMISSION TO QUOTE FROM THE KURT WEILL FOUNDATION 

 


