
U
ntil 2018, there were no correct editions of  
Arnold Schoenberg’s “De Profundis” (Psalm 
130), Op. 50B in print except for the Schott 

collected works of  Schoenberg. Unfortunately, editorial 
misprints and omissions have led to inaccurate perfor-
mances of  the work. Score study is a vital foundation in 
bringing about the very best performance that is true to 
the composer’s intention, and this article provides cor-
rections and insights into performing the work today.

Each of  the three works in Schoenberg’s Op. 50 is 
composed using a combinatorial twelve-tone row and 
based on a text important in the Jewish faith. “De 
Profundis” Op. 50B is the composer’s last completed 
work (Los Angeles, July 2, 1950)1 and the only one set 
exclusively in Hebrew. It began with an invitation by 
Chemjo Vinaver to compose a work in Hebrew for the 
Anthology of  Jewish Music, a publication honoring the 
new State of  Israel.2 When Serge Koussevitsky invit-
ed Schoenberg to choose a work to be performed at 
the fi rst King David Festival in Jerusalem (planned for 
1953),3 Schoenberg chose “Psalm 130.” Schoenberg 
asked that it be dedicated to Israel and agreed that Pe-
ter Gradenwitz, owner of  Israeli Music Publications, 
would publish “Psalm 130.” Schoenberg’s Zionism is 

further refl ected in the coda, where he ends with the 
text “And He will redeem Israel” omitting “from all 
their sins” [mikol avonotav].4 Schoenberg died in 1951, 
never having heard his fi nal work or seen it in print. 
In a letter to Vinaver on May 29, 1951, Hoff man (for 
Schoenberg) asks, “I wonder what happened with my 
Hebrew Psalm?”5

 Peter Gradenwitz published “Psalm 130” as “De 
Profundis” in 1953—too late to be premiered at the 
King David Festival.6 Gradenwitz reported in a 1953 
Music Library Association article that publishing in Is-
rael had come to a near standstill in 1952 due to the 
shortage of  paper.7 Instead, the premiere took place in 
Germany in 19548 and the American premiere took 
place in 1956.9 “De Profundis” (Psalm 130) refl ects de-
velopments honed at every stage of  Schoenberg’s ca-
reer, and according to his unpublished inscription, it 
held great personal meaning. 

Criteria for my evaluation of  you:
 All my heart-for you,
 All my brains-for both of  us.
  Dein, [Yours]
  Arnold10
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Editorial Concerns
 An interesting and somewhat confusing history 

surrounds the publication of  “De Profundis.” Several dif-
ferent editions bear the copyright of  Israeli Music Pub-
lications, 1953. The fi rst of  these was the entry in The 
Jewish Anthology of  Music.11 Schoenberg wrote to Vinaver:

Thanks to your furnishing me the translation 
and accentuation of  every word, it seems to me, 
that I might be able to fi nish the psalm in a not 
too distant time—if  my health allows it. I also 
profi ted from the liturgical motif  you sent me in 
writing approximately a similar expression. Of  
course, you cannot expect music of  this prim-
itive style from me. I write a 12-tone piece…12

 
An agreement was made between Schoenberg and the 
Jewish Organization for Palestine to pay him a nominal 
fee. In August 1950, Schoenberg wrote to thank Vinaver 
for the check received and included a blueprint copy of  
the score for the Anthology.13 Vinaver made some changes 
in the Hebrew transliteration and placed the time signa-
ture in each voice part, rather than the large time signa-
tures Schoenberg wrote across the three upper and three 
lower voices.14 This edition retains the C clefs penned by 
Schoenberg in the mezzo-soprano, alto, and tenor voic-
es. Schoenberg’s sketches show that he composed the 
work fi rst in standard treble and bass and later changed 
to the C clefs. Schoenberg commonly wrote inner voices 
in C clef, as seen in his scores to Die Jakobsleiter, Dreimal 
tausend Jahre, Modern Psalm, and his collection of  canons.15 
Vinaver requested that the C clefs be changed to treble 
and bass clefs,16 but the affi  rmative response apparently 
came too late,17 as the modern clefs were not incorporat-
ed. All pitches are accurate to the autograph; however, 
Vinaver’s edition omitted Schoenberg’s dramatic tempo 
change in measure 42. Schoenberg sent Vinaver a blue-
print copy as was his custom. The tempo change could 
easily have been overlooked on one of  the copying eff orts 
as it is in the middle of  a system. Schoenberg used thin 
tissue paper to make copies of  his original works, which 
were then placed over carbon paper to make additional 
copies known as blueprints. His pencil pressure was not 
always even, as noted in correspondence with G. Schirm-
er, Inc., regarding his violin concerto.18 The copyright 

for Vinaver’s publication is attributed to Arnold Schoen-
berg, 1950, and to Israeli Music Publications, 1953. 

On May 29, 1951 (six weeks before his death and 
nearly a year after sending the psalm), Schoenberg wrote 
to Vinaver asking about the progress of  the publishing. 
He asked to proofread a copy and off ered advice to off set 
the diffi  culty of  the work. He wrote:

I wonder what happened with my Hebrew 
Psalm, composed for your anthology. Has it al-
ready been engraved or printed? It takes usually 
two or three proof  readings to get a nearly cor-
rect print. When will it appear? I plan to make 
this together with two other pieces a donation to 
Israel. This is why I ask so urgently for a reply.

Should it be already printed, then let me have 
at least a copy of  my own piece, if  not of  the 
entire anthology. Should you have already per-
formed it, I would like to know how it came out, 
that is, how the dramatic character appeared 
which is produced through the alternation of  
speaking and singing voices. I want also to know 
whether as a chorus director, you see great dif-
fi culties to perform the piece. There is no ob-
jection of  mine against using with every voice 
a wood wind instrument to keep intonation and 
rhythm in order: because this is always my main 
demand and I deem it more important than the 
so-called “pure” sound of  voices.19

On June 4, 1951, Vinaver responded to Schoenberg 
with an apology for the delay, stating he had not yet had 
an opportunity to perform the work with his professional 
chorus.20 Vinaver explained that he had been very busy 
preparing the Anthology and lacked time to teach his cho-
rus a new work. He promised to send a copy upon com-
pletion, but Schoenberg died before he could receive it.

Israeli Music Press (IMP), under the ownership of  Pe-
ter Gradenwitz, obtained the copyright in 195321 after 
much negotiation with Schoenberg’s widow, Gertrud,22 

and Vinaver.23 Gradenwitz produced an edition with 
modernized clefs,24 and a piano reduction to aid in re-
hearsal. It was in landscape layout with Hebrew charac-
ters and transliteration.25 

From Out of the Depths Arnold Schoenberg’s “De Profundis”           
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Reading Schoenberg’s scores without key signatures is 
challenging due to the many accidentals. This may have 
led to two pitch errors by Gradenwitz. He introduced 
G-naturals in the piano reduction on the last note of  the 
alto part in measure 13 and in the mezzo-soprano part 
on beat 3 of  measure 14 (Figure 1).26 There is no natural 
sign at this point in the manuscript, Vinaver edition, or 
Schott critical edition. Schoenberg held varying views 
throughout his life about the use of  accidentals. In 1931, 
Schoenberg wrote, “Generally speaking, all I ever did 
was to use any accidental as often as deemed necessary 
in order to exclude all doubt; a procedure entirely in 
keeping with the older practice.”27 But in his later years, 
he took the opposite approach, placing accidentals, in-
cluding naturals, in front of  nearly all notes.28

The G-sharps can be verifi ed by examining Schoen-
berg’s treatment of  accidentals in “De Profundis.” He 
placed an accidental deliberately when a new pitch was 
required. Each vocal line was distinct in following the tra-
ditional rule of  accidentals. In this case, the G-sharp in 
measure 14 on beat 1 would carry into beat 3 unaff ected 
by the G-natural sung in the bass 2 in that measure. Fur-
thermore, the G-sharp fi ts the consistent pattern of  hexa-
chord organization established by Schoenberg (measure 
14 can be analyzed as Hexachord 1 in the Prime Row 
or Hexachord 2 in I-3), although there are what may be 
purposeful variations of  the hexachord content later in 
the work. Gregg Smith, a Schoenberg expert, corrected 
these instances to a G-sharp29 (Figure 2).

        (Psalm 130), Op. 50B
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 MCA Music, the American agent for IMP, published 
a singer’s edition in portrait format in 1953.30 In this edi-
tion, the accidental signs placed in the piano reduction 
were mistakenly introduced into the vocal parts in mea-
sures 13 and 14. Changes were also made to the text 
underlay, omitting the Hebrew characters and adding 
an unauthorized English lyric. Schoenberg specifi cal-
ly stated that he wished the score to have the Hebrew 
characters with the sound of  the language (translitera-
tion) written below. “I would prefer, if  below the He-
brew letters there would be written in English letters the 
pronunciation so that at least people who want to know 
how it sounds can read it.”31 This edition was reprinted 
in 2003 by the Belmont Music Publishing Company as 
BEL-105232 (Figures 3 and 4).

Gradenwitz worked from a photostat of  the score 
provided by Schoenberg’s widow, Gertrud. He asked 
her about a missing “tutti,” which he speculated was at 
measure 42.33 The “tutti” was placed at measure 42 in 
his edition, but the tempo change that should have been 
included at that measure was not. Given that both Vina-
ver and Gradenwitz omitted the tempo change at m. 42, 

it seems it was missing on their copies and not an edito-
rial error. The correct tempo marking h.= 32 (q = 96) 
at measure 42 was restored in the 1975 Schott critical 
edition.34 

Unfortunately, the misprints and omissions in the 
IMP, MCA, and Belmont editions led to inaccurate per-
formances. The ending of  nearly all sixteen recordings 
reviewed is performed at a much slower tempo than 
Schoenberg intended.35 The tempo change occurs at 
the fi nal verse: “It is He who will redeem Israel from all 
their iniquities.” Rather than a slow hymn, the ending is 
meant to be a celebratory march to the Temple36 as re-
corded by Walter Nussbaum. Nussbaum led the Schola 
Heidelberg in a recording of  “De Profundis” in the 2000 
CD Nuits, weiss wie Lilien.37 Nussbaum stated:

The edition I have used—and still use—is that 
from Israeli Music Publication, Tel Aviv 1953, 
with piano part of  Gradenwitz, and besides the 
Complete Edition of  Josef  Rufer u. Christian 
Martin Schmidt, B Schott Söhne 1975, to com-
pare and revise the former.38

Metronome marks should be observed 
carefully, as they allow for an elapsed time 
with potential numerical and religious sym-
bolism. Elapsed time was confi gured using a 
Finale® transcription and tempo markings 
from the autograph. There is some overlap 
of  verses, making these measurements more 
diffi  cult. Verses 1-5 are approximately 22 sec-
onds in length; verse 6, 18 seconds; verse 7, 
44 seconds; verse 8, 36 seconds and the coda, 
6 seconds.39 A precedent for time span ratios 
occurred in Schoenberg’s plan for Kol Nidre. It 
is also based on the number 22.40 According 
to author Colin Sterne, Schoenberg’s music 
extensively incorporates numerology.41 In nu-
merology, the numbers 22 and 44 are Master 
Numbers and the number 6 represents love. 
The numbers 18 and 36 hold special mean-
ings in Judaism about life and redemption.42 
Redemption is the theme of  Psalm 130. 

The golden mean ratios factored from the 
number of  beats (m. 39, beat 1, soprano solo, 

From Out of the Depths Arnold Schoenberg’s “De Profundis”           
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highest note to this point, “redemption”); number of  
measures (m. 34, verse 7, solo bass, “let Israel hope”); 
and elapsed time (2’22”, m. 33, b. 3, “morning”) all 
occur at signifi cant moments in the work. The golden 
mean point of  the elapsed time occurs at the intersection 
of  two Master Numbers, 222 and 333, further support-
ing the need to observe metronome marks. The work is 
55 measures long, another multiple of  11. 

 A new Belmont edition (2018) is available that corrects 
the errors and omissions perpetuated in the BEL-1052 
edition and refi nes the transliteration and pronunciation 
guide.43 BEL-1052a, b and c are based on Schoenberg’s 
autographs, prior editions in print, previously unpub-
lished letters in the Schoenberg archives, consultation 
with Dr. Joshua Jacobson regarding Hebrew text, and 
interviews with numerous conductors including Gregg 
Smith,44 to whom this edition is posthumously dedi-
cated. In addition, the vocal lines are braced in sets of  
three to represent Schoenberg’s original grouping, and a 
translation is placed at the top of  the score. 

 Accidentals in the vocal parts are as in the autograph 
with two editorial exceptions contained within parenthe-
ses. In the few instances where Schoenberg had notation 

inconsistencies, the notation in the Schott critical edi-
tion was followed.45 All pitches in the piano reduction 
are marked with accidentals to facilitate giving pitches 
in rehearsal.

 The portrait edition, BEL-1052a, is intended for 
singers. The vocal parts and piano reduction are full 
size. The landscape edition, BEL-1052b, is intended for 
the conductor and/or rehearsal pianist to facilitate fewer 
page turns. Vocal parts are slightly reduced in size, but 
the piano reduction is full size. Digital editions (BEL-
1052c1–6) are scored with instrumental sounds in the 
interactive program SmartMusic®, and as notation fi les 
in XML, Finale®, Sibelius® and Musescore® software. 
These fi les, and audio practice fi les are available sep-
arately from the publisher. The audio fi les include the 
Hebrew pronunciation read by Dr. Joshua Jacobson, the 
piano reduction, the reduction scored as an instrumen-
tal ensemble (fl ute, oboe, clarinet, horn, trombone, tuba) 
and each vocal line as an instrumental practice track. 
Sprechstimme [Speaking voice] is heard as unpitched per-
cussion.

        (Psalm 130), Op. 50B
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Text and Context of  Psalm 130

“De Profundis” is a setting of  Psalm 130. The psalm 
is found in both the Jewish and Christian liturgies46 and 
is one of  fi fteen Psalms (numbers 120 to 135) that bear 
the superscription “Psalms of  Ascent.”47 Each begins 
with the phrase shir ha-ma’alot [Song of  Ascent], and 
scholars have suggested several possible interpretations. 
The word “Shir” means “song” (or “song of ”). The 
word “ha-ma’alot” could mean “the steps” or “the going 
up,” as in going up to Mount Zion and Jerusalem. These 
fi fteen Psalms may have been composed for the return 
of  the Israelite exiles from Babylon to Jerusalem in 538 
BCE. One source suggests there were fi fteen steps lead-
ing to the Temple at Jerusalem and that each successive 
psalm was chanted as the pilgrims moved up the steps.48

Psalm 130 is a penitent prayer for forgiveness found 
in the Jewish liturgy on “fast days, and during the ten 
days of  repentance from Rosh Hashana to Yom Kip-
pur.”49 In addition, the Psalm can be recited in the fi nal 
moments before death50 and to honor the dead at the 
graveside.51 Schoenberg’s setting was sung at his grave-

side at the re-interment ceremony in Vienna in 1974.52 

Psalm 130 is also chanted for other occasions when there 
is a catastrophe or remembrance thereof, such as a Ho-
locaust remembrance ceremony.53  According to the Re-
vised Common Lectionary of  the Christian faith, it falls 
during the penitential season of  Lent and on the Vigil of  
Pentecost.54

The psalm contains eight verses that can be interpret-
ed either in pairs or in two larger sections of  four verses. 
Verses 1 through 4 are pleas for help and forgiveness to 
God, and verses 5 through 8 are concerned with hope 
and salvation. This contrast between anguish and hope 
is heard throughout “De Profundis,” as Schoenberg 
makes contrasts in dynamics, register, sung and spoken 
timbre, texture, pitch, and row relationships to represent 
this duality of  the human experience. 

Within each verse, there are also symbolic associa-
tions with numbers, text, and musical structure. Overall, 
there is an increased complexity of  texture throughout 
the work, from the single voice entrance at the opening 
to the dense texture of  the coda (Figures 9 and 11). 

Table 1. Psalm 130 in Hebrew and English Translation (KJV)55

1.  A Song of  Ascents. Out of  the depths I cried unto 
thee, O LORD.

2.  Lord, hear my voice: let Thine ears be attentive to the 
voice of  my  supplications.

3. If  Thou, LORD, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, 
who shall stand?

4.  But there is forgiveness with Thee, that Thou mayest 
be feared.

5.  I wait for the LORD, my soul doth wait, and in His 
word do I hope.

6. My soul waiteth for the Lord more than they that 
watch for the morning, more than they that watch for 
the morning.

7.  Let Israel hope in the LORD: for with the LORD 
there is mercy, and with him is plenteous redemption.

8.  And He shall redeem Israel from all their iniquities.

From Out of the Depths Arnold Schoenberg’s “De Profundis”           
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Table 2. Hebrew Transliteration and Literal Translation by Dr. Joshua Jacobson 

shír a song naf-shí my soul

ha-ma-a-lót. of  ascents ve-lid-va-ró and for His word

mi-ma-a-ma-kím
(mi-maa-ma-kím) 

from the depths hó-khal-tí I awaited

ke-ra-tí-kha I called to you naf-shí my soul

a-dó-nai LORD (YHWH) la-dó-nai to my Lord

a-dó-nai my Lord (or Master) mi-shó-me-rím 
(mi-shóm-rím) 

more than the watchmen

shim-a hear la-bó-ker for the morning

ve-kó-lí my voice shó-me-rím 
(shóm-rím) 

more than the watchmen

tih-ye-na let la-bó-ker for the morning

oz-ne-kha (o-ze-ne-kha) your ears ya-khél wait

ka-shu-vót be attentive yis-ra-él Israel

le-kól to the sound el for

ta-kha-nu-nai of  my supplications a-dó-nai the LORD

im if kí because

a-vó-nót sins im with

tish-mór you keep in mind a-dó-nai the LORD

yah, God (YH) ha-khe-sed [is] loving-kindness

a-dó-nai my Lord, ve-har-bé and great

mí ya-a-mód? who could stand? i-mó with Him

kí i-me-kha (im-kha) for with You fe-dut (f ’dut) [is] redemption

ha-se-lí-kha (ha-slí-kha) [is] forgiveness ve-hu and He

le-ma-an so that yif-de will redeem

ti-va-ré. You are held in awe et [Direct object marker]

ki-ví-tí I hoped yis-ra-él Israel

a-dó-nai O LORD mi-kol from all

ki-ve-ta (kiv-ta) hoped a-vó-nó-tav their iniquities

        (Psalm 130), Op. 50B
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The ineff able four-letter name for God, YHWH, is 
the Divine tetragrammaton and is represented in the 
translation by capital letters, LORD. YH is the two-let-
ter name for God. Since, for many reasons, the word is 
unpronounceable, the word adónai is used as a substitute. 
The Hebrew word adónai, meaning “my Lord or Master” 
and referring to God, is also found in the Psalm text.56 

 There is signifi cant text painting in this psalm setting; 
therefore, a literal translation is important in bringing 
the work to life. The text painting is melodic and textur-
al. One example is found in mm. 15-17, where the basses 
sing, “If  sins you keep in mind, God (YH), Lord, who 
could stand?” The other voices join with Sprechstimme in 
imitation from lower to higher voices with increasing 
volume on the text “who could stand?” before cascad-
ing down with singing voices illustrating the inability to 
stand before God without sin (Figure 5). 

The Row and Text Associations
Text painting also occurs in connection with tone pat-

terns in the row. The row is combinatorial. Combina-
toriality relies on self-complementing hexachords57 and 
was an exciting discovery for Schoenberg.58 “An all-com-
binatorial hexachord produces its complement in I (in-
version), R (retrograde), and RI (retrograde inversion) 
forms under one or more transpositions.”59 There are six 
all-combinatorial hexachords60 and “De Profundis” uses 
only one of  them: Forte 6-761 [012678] with an interval 
vector <420243>.62 Both number sets are made up of  6 
tones and total 6, representing “love,” when calculated 
with the mathematics of  numerology.63 The row begins 
with a tritone on Schoenberg’s initials, e fl at-a (E fl at is 
rendered as S in German) and concludes with a major 
third, f-d fl at (Figures 6 and 7) (Table 3). 

The row is used predominantly in smaller groupings 
(sets) of  hexachords, tetrachords, trichords, and dyads. 
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Table 3. Tone row matrix. (“Twelve-tone Matrix Calculator,” Composer Tools)
Twelve-Tone Matrix Calculator, http://composertools.com/Tools/matrix/MatrixCalc.html 
(accessed Jan. 27, 2018.) 

I0 I6 I5 I1 I11 I7 I4 I8 I9 I3 I2 I10  

P0 E A G E D B G B C G F D R0

P6
A E D B G E D F G C B G R6

P7 B E E B A F D G G D C G R7

P11
D G G E D A G B B F E C R11

P1
E B A F E B G C D G G D R1

P5 G D D A G E C E F B B G R5

P8
B F E C B G E G G D D A R8

P4
G D C G G D B E E B A F R4

P3 G C B G F D B D E A G E R3

P9
C G F D B G E G A E D B R9

P10 D G G D C G F A B E E B R10

P2
F B B G E C A D D G G E R2

RI0 RI6 RI5 RI1 RI11 RI7 RI4 RI8 RI9 RI3 RI2 RI10

Figure 6. MS55_Reihenkarte, tone row for Schoenberg’s “De Profundis.” 
Arnold Schönberg Center Archives, Music Manuscripts
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The trichords and dyads form repeating motives. Mart 
Jaanson concludes that Schoenberg selected the trans-
position at level 3 to exploit dyad “resolutions” because 
he chose only the transposition at level 3,64 and not the 
other possible combination at level 9.65 In Prime form 
(P0), e-fl at–a moves to the major third e–g-sharp, cre-
ating a sense of  E major, and g-fl at–c moves to d-fl at–f, 
creating a sense of  D-fl at major. The remaining thirds, 
b-fl at–d and g–b, can “be interpreted as the thirds of  
the tonic triads of  two intermediate keys, B-fl at major 
or G minor, and G major or E minor.”66

Thomas Couvillon draws special attention to the 
use of  dyads, noting that the d-fl at–f  dyad occurs not 
only on the fi rst mention of  Adonai (Lord) but also on 
other references to God. He refers to this dyad as the 

Adonai Dyad. The Adonai Dyad will be called the Di-
vine Dyad in this article. Couvillon draws attention to 
the motivic development that occurs with the following 
major thirds in Figure 8. 

The Arnold Schoenberg (AS) Dyad is established in 
the fi rst interval and moves throughout the work as if  a 
character in an oratorio. The AS Dyad appears in four 
forms (and enharmonic equivalents) taken from the row 
permutations in the work: e-fl at–a (P0), a–e-fl at (R0), 
g-fl at–c (I3), and c–g-fl at (RI3). The Divine Dyad also 
appears in four forms (and enharmonic equivalents): 
f–d-fl at (P0), d-fl at–f  (R0), e–g-sharp (I3), and g-sharp–e 
(RI3). The AS Dyad seeks the Divine Dyad and is aided 
by angels played by the other major thirds in Figure 8, 
b-fl at–d, g–b (Figures 9 and 10).
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The melodic peak of  the verses gradually ascends 
in verses 1 through 6. The Divine Dyad appears as an 
interval of  a 10th at the end of  the fi rst verse, as if  to 
foreshadow this ascension. At verse 7 (the number for 
spirituality or the collective consciousness in numerol-
ogy), the melody once again begins in the depths and 
ascends throughout the last two verses. The psalm itself  
concludes at the end of  verse 8 with the highest note of  
the work, b5, held for seven beats (another appearance 
of  the “spirituality” number). At the coda the sopra-
no melody forms the tetrachord, Forte 4-28 (0369). Its 
prime form is an interesting set of  numbers in that all 
are divisible by three, the holy number (Figure 11). The 
sum of  0369 in numerology is 9; a symbol of  universal 
love for Schoenberg (Sterne). The coda is also the 9th 
section of  the work.

In examining the text associations of  the signifi cant 

dyads, the Schoenberg Dyad is used with the text of  
personal supplication, while the Divine Dyad is set on 
various names for God, His attentiveness, and His re-
demption.67 The table below illustrates the role the dy-
ads play within the Haupstimme. In most verses, there is 
a sense of  conversation between the dyad characters, 
sometimes even fi nishing each other’s sentences. In the 
fi fth verse, however, the AS Dyads sing of  waiting for 
the Lord while the Divine Dyad is silent throughout the 
Haupstimme. Furthermore, note that there is no Haup-
stimme at all, as the waiting continues in verse 668 (Table 
4).

Schoenberg said, “One cannot analyze simply by 
looking at the notes. I at least hardly ever fi nd musical 
relations by eye but I hear them.”69 Stuckenschmidt be-
lieved that:
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Table 4. Dyad-text association in the Hauptstimme.

Schoenberg Dyad: Tritone
(AS Dyad is in bold, c-f sharp transposition 

is in bold italics, and associated text in 
the phrase is in regular font.)

Divine Dyad: Major third
(d fl at-f  is in bold, e-g sharp transposition 

is in bold italics, and associated text in 
the phrase is in regular font.)

Verse 1
Song for Ascents
From the depths

Verse 1

I called, O Lord

Verse 2
my voice, my voice

My supplications, my suppli-

Verse 2
O Lord, listen (O Lord, listen)
Attentive to all, attentive to all
-cations

Verse 3
You would keep

could stand? could stand?
Who could stand? Who could

Verse 3
God, Lord, Lord, keeps,
Who could stand? Who could stand?
stand?

Verse 4
So that, so that

so that

Verse 4
will be feared, will be feared.
So that You will be feared.

Verse 5
Lord,

I awaited
(Verse 6-No Haupstimme)

Verse 5
(The absence of  the Divine Dyad illustrates the text 
“Lord, I awaited.”)

Verse 7
For

With Him re-

Verse 7
Israel, the Lord,
with the Lord (is)
Loving-kindness, great
demption

Verse 8
Will re-

Israel from all (from all its sins)
He, and He

Verse 8
deem, Israel

will redeem Israel

         (Psalm 130), Op. 50B
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Anyone who listens to his [Schoenberg’s] mu-
sic can discover in it some small complexes 
of  notes which return like fi xed ideas. They 
appear horizontally or vertically as melodic 
or choral groups, thus entirely in the idea of  
“musical space,” which Schoenberg did not 
describe until he was a mature composer and 
theoretician. These complexes of  notes, min-
imal bricks, which make up minimal forms, 
consist of  three notes. They have the peculiari-
ties and functions of  cells in an organism. They 

attach themselves to their likes and so develop 
into complexes of  four or more notes.70

With repeated listening and singing, the melodic na-
ture of  “De Profundis” reveals itself. In particular there 
are overlapping call-and-response fi gures that honor 
the original chant that inspired the work and the tra-
ditional form for singing psalms in worship71 (Table 5).

Table 5. Call-and-Response Figures in “De Profundis”

Verse 1:
Call1-SII (m.1, b. 2)
Call2-A (m. 2, b. 2)

Response1-T (m. 3) and SI (m. 4, b.4)
Response1-SII, A (m. 4, b. 2)

Verse 2:
Call1-BI, BII (m. 7, b. 1)

Call2-T (m. 8, b. 1)
Response1-SII, A (m. 7, b. 3)
Response2-SI (m. 9, b. 1)

Verse 3: 
Call1-A (m. 13, b.1)

Call2-SII (m. 13, b. 1)
Call3-B (m. 15, b. 1),

Response1-SI (m. 13, b. 3)
Response2-BI (m. 13, b. 3)
Response3-All voices. BI, BII (m. 16, b. 2 and m. 
17, b. 3), T, SI (m. 17, b. 1), SII (m. 17, b. 2) and 
A (m. 17, b. 3)

Verse 4:
Call1: T, A (m. 18, b. 1)
Call2: T, A (m. 19, b. 1)

Call3: A (m. 19, b. 4)
Call4: SII (m. 20, b. 1)
Call5: SI (m. 21, b. 1)

Response1: SI, SII (m. 18, b. 3)
Response2: SI, SII (m. 19, b. 3)
Response3: BI (m. 20, b. 3)
Response4: BII (m. 20, b. 2)
Response5: BI (m. 22, b. 3)

Verse 5:
Call1: T (m. 22, b. 4)

Call2: BII (m. 23, b. 2)
Call3: SII (m. 25, b. 1)

Response1: SI (m. 23, b. 1)
Response2: A (m. 23, b. 3)
Response3: BI, BII (m. 25, b. 4)

continued on next page
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Other Performance Considerations
 A highly skilled and motivated choir is best suited 

to perform this work, but it need not be a professional 
group. It is ideal if  one singer per part has perfect pitch 
to serve as an anchor. All singers will need a strong 
sense of  relative pitch and the ability to sing in a rela-
tively straight tone to ensure accurate intonation. Some 
singers may abstain from the Sprechstimme to be leaders 
in anticipating the next pitch entrance.

 Laura Huizenga responded to a post on ChoralNet 
asking for works that were the most challenging to 
perform. She described her collegiate experience with 
Schoenberg’s “De Profundis”:

I sang it in grad school under Robert Fountain 
[at University of  Wisconsin-Madison, 1990]. 
He started by teaching us the tone row and 

Table 5 continued. Call-and-Response Figures in “De Profundis”

Verse 6:
Call1: BII (m. 29, b. 2)
Call2: SI (m. 29, b. 3)

Call3: SII (m. 30, b. 2) 
Call4: T, BI (m. 31, b. 2)

Response1: BI (m. 29, b. 3)
Response2: T (m. 29, b. 4)
Response3: A (m. 30, b. 3)
Response4: SI, SII (m. 31, b. 3)

Verse 7:
Call: Bass Solo (m. 34, b. 2) 

Or
Call1: Bass Solo (m. 34, b. 2)

Call2: Soprano Solo (m. 36, b. 2)

Response: Soprano Solo (m. 36, b. 2) with additional 
choral responses
Or
Response1: SII, A (m. 24, b. 2)
Response2: Solo Quartet (m. 37, b. 4) and tutti 
(m. 38, b. 3 to m. 41, b. 3)

Verse 8:
Call1: A, T, BI, BII (m. 41, b. 4-m. 45)

Call2: BI (m. 45, b. 6)
Call3: A (m. 47, b. 6)
Call4: SI (m. 49, b. 5)

Call5: SI, SII, A (m. 54, b. 1)
Call5 and Response5 conjoined on fi nal measure.

Response1: SI, SII, A in imitation (m. 42-45)
Response2: BII (m. 46, b. 2)
Response3: T (m. 48, b. 2)
Response4: SII (m. 50, b. 2) and SII, A, T, BI, BII 
(m. 52, b. 1-m. 53. Homophonic speech)
Response5: T, BI, BII (m. 54, b. 2)
Call5 and Response5 conjoined on fi nal measure.

 
 
 

all its permutations, painstakingly, insisting on 
perfect tuning every time. By the time we had 
the piece under our belts, we had that atonal 
universe fi xed indelibly in our minds, and it felt 
as expressive and home-y as any major key. It 
is, to this day, still the most powerful musical 
experience I’ve ever had.72

There were students from every corner of  the 
university in the choir—music majors, math 
majors, French majors, PhD students, under-
grads—everyone. It was a fairly rigorous audi-
tion process, so everyone who sang in the Con-
cert Choir was a skilled musician, able to tune 
perfectly, able to read music well, etc…

I remember Dr. Fountain talking about how 

        (Psalm 130), Op. 50B
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this Psalm setting (“Out of  the depths I cry to 
you, O God…”) was a plea and an elegy in 
response to the Holocaust. I do think that peo-
ple responded to the cry for God’s salvation of  
Israel. There was, for me at least, a response of  
sorrow and compassion to the suff ering of  the 
Jews, as well as a deep personal connection to 
the idea of  a God who saves and redeems His 
suff ering people. There is a sense of  hope for 
the one who suff ers, and a sense of  God’s pres-
ence through suff ering. It’s always been inter-
esting to me that every member of  our choir, 
even the ones who were overtly irreligious, 
responded to this piece on that deep spiritual 
level.

It was the most profound piece for everyone 
in the choir. By the end of  the year, most of  
us couldn’t sing it without weeping. And in-
terestingly, for all my fears that the audiences 
would hate this abstract, atonal, diffi  cult piece, 
that was the piece that most brought the house 
down in every single concert.73

Ample rehearsal time must be allowed to acclimate 
to singing unaccompanied in Twelve-tone, in Hebrew, 
and to moving between the Sprechstimme and singing. 
Support for securing the pitches can be provided by 
an accompanist in rehearsal. It is helpful to have two 
pianists play the piano reduction as a four-hand piece. 
Practice tracks provide support for learning pitch and 
rhythm and SmartMusic® software allows singers to 
practice independently with on-screen feedback re-
garding accuracy. 

Sprechstimme in this work is written in notation with-
out heads. Schoenberg did not want a pitched tone 
but sought an expressive modulation of  the speaking 
voice.74 This variation occurs through the diff erent el-
evation of  stems on the staff  and the stem directions. 
Although Schoenberg wrote about the dramatic in-
terplay of  speech and singing, he did not write about 
the purpose of  the Sprechstimme. Robert Specht suggests 
that it represents davening. The Yiddish word “daven-
ing” (or “davenen”) refers to a style of  Jewish Hebrew 
prayer that is deeply personal and intentional, with 

the worshipper swaying back and forth. The chant is 
unmetered and modal, and, when praying in a group, 
its soundscape is heterophonic. A separate choir could 
perform the Sprechstimme, allowing the singers to better 
retain pitch relationships between entrances. It is in-
teresting that the sopranos have only one instance of  
Sprechstimme, found in measure 16. 

The ranges of  each part are: Soprano, d4–b5; Mez-
zo Soprano, d4–g5; Alto, g-fl at3–e-fl at5; Tenor, g3–b-
fl at4; Baritone, g2–e-fl at4; Bass, d2–d-fl at4. The two 
soloists must have a strong upper range; bass (or bari-
tone) sustains d-fl at4 and soprano sustains b-fl at6.75

Haupstimme [Principal voice] is marked at the beginning 
with H and at the ending with . These lines should 
be heard clearly but not louder than marked. 

Rehearsing the parts fi rst in unison on the Haupt-
stimme and then in call-and-response duets helps build 
an aural framework that transcends the dissonance that 
occurs when all layers are combined.76 Schoenberg 
wrote: 

“It is true that sound in my music changes with 
every turn of  the idea—emotional, structur-
al, or other. It is furthermore true that such 
changes occur in more rapid succession than 
usual, and I admit that it is more diffi  cult to 
perceive them simultaneously.”77

Conductors may want to rehearse small segments 
throughout a season or academic year building up to 
a culminating performance or place it on a program 
shared with another ensemble to allow for more re-
hearsal time. Longer term program planning might 
include a concert honoring Schoenberg’s 150th birth-
day on September 13, 2024, or the 75th anniversary of  
his death on July 13, 2026. Regardless of  the occasion, 
Schoenberg’s “De Profundis” is a choral masterpiece 
awaiting your discovery and deserving of  admission 
into the choral canon. 
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