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AUTHOR’S NOTE TO THE 1986 EDITION





THE reappearance of my study on Strauss after an extended period of unavailability, as well as its transformation to paperback, is indeed a glad occasion. All my praise and thanks are accordingly due to the faith and energy of Faber’s editor Patrick Carnegy, and also to Walter Lippincott of Cornell University Press whose enthusiastic collaboration has helped make this new edition possible.


It is fortunate that the most vital Straussian documentation was emerging precisely during the time I was writing. New information that subsequently came to light was accommodated in changes to the text which I was able to make for the reprint of 1978. In the seven years since then there has been little scholarship of the kind that would make me want to make major revisions, and so no further changes to the text have been attempted, except to collect all the Appendices together at the end of Volume 3.


A few errors persist, however, and these should be mentioned here. Some are of a minor nature, such as the misspelling of the poet Chamisso on pages 248 and 499 of Volume 3, or the loss of a syllable in Queen Nephretete’s name on page 535 of the same volume. More important, though, are momentary aberrations of the kind which led to the attribution to Mendelssohn of Berlioz’s Overture Rob Roy on page 53 of Volume 1; it was, of course, Ruy Blas which had been intended. On page 147 of the same volume, I failed to mention (among the compositions of 1897 which led up to the completion of Don Quixote) an elaborate Hymn for composite forces, written for the opening of an art exhibition in Munich; and in the catalogue of Strauss’s works (vol. 3, Appendix D) a new entry needs to be inserted together with those for 1888 in the shape of an Andante for horn and piano which, composed for—and dedicated to—Strauss’s father on the occasion of his parents’ silver wedding, was found and published by Boosey and Hawkes only in 1973. On page 273 of Volume 1, in the chapter dealing with Salome, it is of course a ‘bird of prey’ to which Herod compared Herodias’ hateful screeching, and Strauss must have chuckled when he wrote into the score instructions to the woodwind to ‘screech hatefully’ (hässlich krieschend).


Finally come two places where I have to eat my words. In the footnote to page 53 of Volume 3 I wrongly accused Strauss of a faulty knowledge of history. In setting this matter to rights I must quote the admirable letter I received from Dr. David Whitton of Wolfson College, Oxford, to whom I extend my grateful thanks:




There was a Peace of Constance in 1043, under the auspices of Henry III. Unlike Barbarossa’s later settlement there it did not simply comprise a peace between the king and his enemies; contemporary sources suggest that the king preached a similar reconciliation to the assembled nobility—all should drop their feuds in Christ’s name. As such, it was the first occasion on which the German monarchy associated itself with the Peace of God movement. Properly developed, the theme could have been still more risky to its authors than the eventual collaboration on Friedenstag.





Secondly, I have to confess that it was I who was in error when I reprimanded Strauss for misquoting Mozart in his letter to Zweig thanking him for the text of the first act of Die schweigsame Frau. Strauss’s reference is indeed to the finale of Act 2 of Così fan tutte where Don Alfonso is praising the wedding preparations: ‘Bravi, Bravi! Ottimamente!’ or ‘Bravo, Bravo, ganz ausgezeichnet!’ as the standard German translation has it.





April 1985


N.R.D.M.

















PREFACE





IT was September 1947. Sir Thomas Beecham had conceived the idea of a Strauss Festival to be inaugurated as part of his season of concerts with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane. Strauss himself had been invited to visit this country in order to attend the concerts and, incidentally, to collect some of the royalties which had been frozen since the outbreak of war eight years before. Everyone was agog to see this legendary figure from the past, many of whose works—predominantly the earlier ones—are as much part of the classical repertoire as, for example, the Brahms Symphonies. Was he really still alive? Rumours had reached us of the American soldier who, two years earlier, had stumbled on the aged gentleman in the sumptuous villa amongst the Bavarian Alps, and had been roughly told to go anywhere and do what he liked so long as he, Strauss, was left alone to play cards and write a little music. Since then he had migrated to Switzerland and now we were to see him once more.


He came. Sir Thomas gave two concerts at Drury Lane in which three of the Tone Poems were played (Macbeth, Don Quixote and Ein Heldenleben), excerpts from Feuersnot and Ariadne auf Naxos, and the new Symphonic Fantasia from Die Frau ohne Schatten. Strauss attended both concerts with their rehearsals. During my own rehearsal of the Frau ohne Schatten Fantasia (Sir Thomas had generously assigned the work to me as part of my London début) he came up to the podium, glumly regarded the score for a few moments, muttered ‘All my own fault’, and went away. Throughout the entire visit he was very terse and uncommunicative, and only twice do I remember him being roused to any liveliness. The first occasion was when the fireman at Drury Lane Theatre had inadvertently locked the communicating door between house and stage, thus blocking Strauss’s way when he wanted to come round to see Sir Thomas. I can still see him stamping and shouting about the ‘Gott-verdammte Tür’. The second occasion was after the concert performance of Elektra which Sir Thomas gave in conjunction with the B.B.C. At the end the overjoyed Strauss came forward and embraced Beecham. This was an occasion I shall never forget. Nor shall I forget the embrace; I had not realized that Beecham was so small or that Strauss was so large.


Finally Strauss conducted the recently formed Philharmonia Orchestra in a single concert at the Albert Hall, in which he gave Don Juan, the Burleske, and the Sinfonia Domestica. During the rehearsals for this con cert he was again monumentally undemonstrative and noncommittal. But he made one very remarkable comment. Something had not quite pleased him and he was heard to say: ‘No, I know what I want, and I know what I meant when I wrote this. After all, I may not be a first-rate composer, but I am a first-class second-rate composer!’


This was not false modesty, but neither is it by any means the whole truth. Don Juan, Don Quixote, and Elektra are indeed the products of a first-rate composer, but scarcely Aegyptische Helena and Sinfonia Domestica. In fact, for two or even possibly three periods in his career Strauss rose to heights of supreme genius, only to fall back in between on merest talent. ‘A first-class second-rate composer’ is a fair assessment for a certain part of his creative life—but certainly cannot stand as an overall judgement on one of the world’s greatest musicians. This paradox is the theme of my book.


The present volume takes Strauss’s work up to, and including, Der Rosenkavalier, which may legitimately be regarded as the climax of his career, as well as a convenient half-way mark. The mass of songs, however, together with a number of smaller choral and instrumental works of an occasional nature, I have held over from a volume which threatened to become far too long and cumbersome. They will be dealt with as a whole in Volume III.


It will not, I feel sure, go unnoticed that the subtitle is not strictly accurate and that the book so far is considerably more of a critical survey of the works than it is of Strauss’s life. There is, of course, a wide discrepancy between the uneventful professional life of this big, conceited man—taciturn to the point of brusqueness, wrapped up solely in his card-playing and his music—and the wide adventurous Romanticism of his artistry.


I have tried to trace the main features of his life in the course of outlining the major works, and I am aiming to give an occasional view of the man himself as seen by some of his contemporaries. But the overall consideration of his personality and its effect upon his creative output must wait until the closing pages of the final volume when the story of his life lies complete before us.


My thanks go out to Mr Klaus Schloessingk-Paul, who has been endlessly patient and helped me at every stage, both with translations and with the manuscript itself. Also to Dr Franz and Alice Strauss and to Dr Roth of Boosey & Hawkes, who have been very kind in putting scores and documents at my disposal. In addition the research of Mr Alan Jefferson has been of the utmost value to me, while the Chief Librarian and Staff of Hendon Public Library have been exceedingly obliging and painstaking in the pursuit of rare books and other material.


I am further indebted to Dr Franz and Alice Strauss for their generosity in lending me and allowing me to reproduce the photographs in this book; and to John and Alix Farrell for preparing the index.


For their permission to quote from copyright works I am grateful to the following publishers:




Atlantis Verlag


Bodley Head John Lane Ltd


Boosey & Hawkes, & Fürstner Ltd.


Bote und Bock


Breitkopf & Härtel, Wiesbaden


Doblinger Verlag


Editions Albin Michel


Hinrichsen Edition Ltd, the Copyright Owners of C. F. Peters


John Murray & Co.


F. E. C. Leuckart Munich-Leipzig


Putnam & Co. Ltd


Steingräber Verlag Offenbach/M.-Wiesbaden


Universal Edition (Alfred A. Kalmus Ltd.)





Wildings, Strathblane


 


October 1961


N.R.D.M.

















LIST OF WORKS DISCUSSED IN VOLUME I







Festmarsch, op. 1 3


String Quartet, op. 2 5


Stimmungsbilder for Pianoforte, op. 9 7


Piano Sonata, op. 5 8


Serenade for Wind, op. 7 9


Suite for Wind, op. 4 11


Overture in C minor 13


Cello Sonata, op. 6 15


Violin Concerto, op. 8 17


Horn Concerto, op. 11 19


Symphony in F minor, op. 12 22


Piano Quartet, op. 13 27


Wanderers Sturmlied, op. 14 32


Burleske for piano and orchestra 35


Aus Italien, op. 16 40


Violin Sonata, op. 18 46


Macbeth, op. 23 55


Don Juan, op. 20 65


Tod und Verklärung, op. 24 75


Guntram, op. 25 87


Till Eulenspiegel, op. 28 122


Also Sprach Zarathustra, op. 30 132


Don Quixote, op. 35 147


Ein Heldenleben, op. 40 164


Symphonia Domestica, op. 53 181


Feuersnot, op. 50 202


Salome, op. 54 239


Elektra, op. 58 288


Der Rosenkavalier, op. 59 335




















CHAPTER I


BEGINNINGS





BRAHMS used to say with pride that he was ‘the last of the classical composers’. He certainly stood in direct line of succession to a series of great masters of symphonic composition which, as the nineteenth century drew to its close, appeared to be in danger of becoming extinct. The advent of Liszt and Wagner together with their hot-headed disciples seemed to proclaim the end of an era. Nevertheless, that day was still, if briefly, deferred and the role of ‘last’ destined to be reserved for later masters.


In the great German tradition two towering personalities stood at the fatal cross-roads—Gustav Mahler and Richard Strauss—two creative minds which could scarcely have been more different, although they shared a common heritage and spoke a common musical language. Both contributed to the musical revolution which caused the final break in the tradition to which they owed so much; but unlike Strauss, Mahler died in 1911 at the peak of his career.


Despite his small output, consisting of little more than ten symphonies and a handful of songs, Mahler’s style had developed steadily until at the time of his death he was in the vanguard of advanced trends in contemporary music. His harmonic innovations, which were more daring with each successive work, had a profound effect on Schönberg and his disciples, and contributed to a large extent, together with his artistic Weltanschauung, to the evolution of what is now recognized as one of the most important and far-reaching developments in Western music, the new Viennese school of atonal composers.


Strauss also had an important influence on this movement, and had he died in 1909 immediately after the composition of Elektra it might have seemed as if he, too, would have continued on as adventurous a road as his more introspective colleague. Instead, however, he performed an abrupt volte-face and then proceeded to live on for a further forty years, writing prolifically in an increasingly mellifluous vein, opera after opera, work after work, whether the urge was upon him or not, until the very language in which he was writing had ceased to be current musical vernacular and he himself had turned into a legendary figure of a bygone age.


Richard Strauss was born in Munich on the 11th June 1864. He was the son of Franz Strauss, a well-known and highly respected horn player in the Munich Court Orchestra and professor of the Royal School of Music. Richard’s mother was Franz Strauss’s second wife, the whole of Franz’s first family having been wiped out by the cholera epidemic of 1853. Josephine Strauss was the well-to-do daughter of a prominent family of brewers named Pschorr. The marriage relieved Franz of any fear of financial embarrassment for the rest of his life, and enabled him to make several valuable gestures to their son Richard in establishing his career.


That a career was probably in the offing showed itself extremely early, since he eagerly began his musical studies with piano lessons at the age of four and a half, later passing on to the violin. His first attempts in composition began when he was only six. Strauss himself wrote that his actual first effort in this direction consisted of a Christmas Carol, followed by a Polka.1 Further pieces duly followed one another which we need not take seriously, though the boy Strauss clearly did, since an Introduction, Theme and Variations for horn and piano composed for his father in 1878 is labelled op. 17. This early system of enumeration actually reached op. 30, although it was repeatedly revised as more and more works were gradually considered to be unworthy of inclusion.2 The compositions completed during these early years are of extraordinary variety, including numerous songs, piano and chamber music. During this period began the first courses in theory under Meyer, a leading Munich musician. In 1876 the twelve-year-old schoolboy completed his first orchestral score, a Festmarsch (Festival March) in E flat which is still the first work of the composer to be known generally to the world at large. It is, of course, little more than a childhood attempt, the remarkable thing being, perhaps, that the boy had the tenacity, let alone the skill, to complete the full orchestral score. It would not even occupy the position at the head of Strauss’s acknowledged output had not Uncle George Pschorr taken it into his head five years later in 1881 to subsidize its publication. None but the best-known publishing house was good enough for the little prodigy, and the manuscript was duly sent off to Breitkopf & Härtel, accompanied by the following letter:




Most honoured Herr Breitkopf!


I am permitting myself to approach you by letter since I am burdening you on behalf of someone wholly unknown to you. My name is Richard Strauss and I was born on June 11th in the year ’64, the son of the chamber music player and professor at the local Conservatoire. I am at present at the Gymnasium in the Lower Sixth form, but have decided to dedicate myself wholly to music and moreover directly to composition. I have had instruction in Counterpoint from Herr Hofkapellmeister Fr. W. Meyer. Accompanying this letter is one of my compositions which I have dedicated to my uncle, Herr George Pschorr, the owner of the beer brewery, and he is most anxious that it should appear in print in the edition of one of the foremost music publishing firms. He would himself defray the printing costs. I am therefore turning to you with the request that you be so good as to take the Festmarsch into your edition in order that your famous name which has such influence in the world of music may help the name of a young aspiring musician to become known ….





This letter, if precocious, is by no means objectionable, and the piece duly appeared in the famous Breitkopf & Härtel orchestral library. It is clear that even as a boy the little Richard had an extremely fertile and energetic brain. Certainly, being an unusually musical child in the household of a professional musician, he was idolized and, from many accounts, unduly spoilt by his admiring parents and relations. Indeed, it stands much to his credit that he persevered so steadily at composition during this period. The Festmarsch, for all its obvious lack of originality and humdrum cadences, is assured in its manner, while the orchestral layout shows an accomplished hand, especially considering that it was the first he completed (a still earlier overture written in 1872–3 was only laid out in short score on two staves). Most commentators have picked on the exploitation of the familiar figure from the finale of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, but it falls naturally into its new context as an integral part of the principal subject:


Ex. 1
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The woodwind melody of the Trio is oddly static in the way it constantly comes back to the same note, but the cello countersubject is nicely invented, recalling many a euphonium solo in the military band. The most interesting features of the work are the return after the Trio section, and more particularly the chromatically extended cadence which leads to the climax of the coda, indicating that the young and self-satisfied composer was beginning to feel the need to experiment beyond accepted formula:


Ex. 2
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The March was played shortly after its publication by the amateur orchestra ‘Wilde Gungl’, which, since it was conducted regularly by Strauss’s father, more than once tried out pieces by the boy Richard, apart from giving him the experience of playing the violin in the orchestra and even, it is said, of taking an occasional rehearsal.


2


After the Festmarsch of 1876 some further orchestral works began to appear, such as a Serenade, two Overtures, and a second Festmarsch. Already Strauss was nothing if not prolific, and the music he wrote during the next three or four years already shows an extraordinarily rapid development both in style and self-assurance.


The next work considered by the Strauss family as worthy of publication was a String Quartet composed three years later. Breitkopf was again approached, but without the bait of a subsidy as the Quartet was considered of sufficient merit no longer to need such cushioning. But under these circumstances the great publishing house showed themselves wholly uninterested. In their defence one might well say that they could not possibly tell that the composer of this conventional essay in traditional formulae would one day be the author of such masterpieces as Till Eulenspiegel and Der Rosenkavalier. It is indeed ironic that Breitkopf was never to publish a single important work of the composer’s, although oddly enough the English branch of that great firm later handled Strauss’s works in the United Kingdom. Yet these are the pitfalls of publishing, and it was all the more perspicacious of a certain Spitzweg of the firm of Jos. Aibl that he took the chance of accepting the A major Quartet on promise, and published it as op. 2.


As one might expect, the Quartet shows a considerable advance in making the most of its opportunities, even if the necessary invention did not readily spring to Strauss’s mind yet to justify the extra length. After a promising start, the development of the first movement follows exactly the same course of events as the exposition in virtually the same number of bars, a fact which makes one embark with misgivings on the third journey through the same scenery in the recapitulation. Indeed, this was a problem which Strauss always found troublesome, and may have been a strong influence in causing him to turn in later years to forms which by their very nature precluded the necessity of a formal reprise.


The amiable slow movement never really recovers from the lame symmetry of its themes, and certainly at no time touches even the fringe of one’s heart. But then how should it? What did the pampered schoolboy know about life? In the meantime a Mozartian theme will serve well enough for a starting point of the Finale:


Ex. 3
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A very similar theme had already proved itself a good opening for a piano trio in the same key.


Except for the occasional bombastic misjudging of the medium, the treatment is Haydnesque and the whole is entertaining, though too long drawn out, three of the four movements being in full worked sonata form. The best movement is undoubtedly the Scherzo, where the limitations of the design keep Strauss from overinflating the slender Mendelssohnian material. And if the main cadence comes again straight from Mozart—well, good luck to him:


Ex. 4
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There is perhaps much lost today in the self-conscious reluctance of students to learn to write well-made but stylistically worthless essays in the traditional forms, for without this experience and practice behind him Strauss would hardly have acquired the technique to handle Don Quixote and Elektra when the time came. The Quartet is dedicated to the Benno Walter Quartet, who gave the first performance on 14th March 1881. Benno Walter was a relative and colleague of Franz Strauss, Richard’s father, and had been the boy’s violin teacher since Richard was eight. He helped, taught, and encouraged the young composer right up to the early years of his maturity, and the Violin Concerto, op. 8, is also dedicated to him.


The performance of the Quartet was not by any means the only time the boy Strauss heard his works given in public. Apart from amateur performances given by his father, Frau Meysenheim, one of the singers at the Munich Opera, sang three of his songs at a concert two days later.2a Moreover, while at the Gymnasium, where he studied between 1874 and 1882, various choruses were performed which had been composed by this unusual pupil. The first of these was a setting of none other than a passage from the Elektra of Sophocles. One wonders what thoughts ran through Strauss’s mind when twenty-eight years later he was confronted with a new complete libretto on this vividly dramatic subject, out of which he created one of his very finest works.


3


Although still a schoolboy, by 1881 Strauss had become a very acceptable pianist, and in those days it was much more natural than it would be today that he should set down some of his ideas in the form of salon pieces for the piano. The set of such miniatures which were published as his op. 3 are this time strongly reminiscent of Schumann (No. 1) and Beethoven (No. 3) as well as Mendelssohn (Nos. 2, 4 and 5). There is little Strauss in them as yet, whereas the Stimmungsbilder, op. 9, two of which were written only one year later, in 1882, show many indications of the mature composer’s manner of melodizing. The first Stimmungsbild—or ‘mood picture’—Auf stillen Waldespfad, was originally composed as an Albumblatt, but the opening bars are strongly suggestive of the ‘Hinterweltlern’ section from Zarathustra.


Ex. 5
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Ex. 6
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Strauss later tossed off a further four Klavierstücke, three of which he added to the two Albumblatt movements, revising these to form the complete set of Stimmungsbilder. The remaining movement, a Nocturne, has disappeared. The title of the set applies well to four of the five pieces, which are full of Schumannesque romantic atmosphere, especially, of course, the Träumerei. The figuration is very much in the style of Strauss’s later song accompaniments, so that one is repeatedly surprised not to hear the voice enter. Only the centre-piece, the Intermezzo, is out of place in this respect, but is none the less welcome, since it is an excellent piano piece in its own right. Perhaps the coda shows the immature Strauss finding difficulties in how to round things off, but the bulk shows signs of true Straussian élan. The Heidenbild which closes the set is in some ways the most freely imaginative, with its two contrasted figurations both set over a persistent drone of a bare fifth. Its extraordinary rapid flourish in the closing bars also suggests some programmatic associations.


The origins of the Piano Sonata in B minor date back to 1880, although it was published as op. 5. This is actually the third of its species, but the hard and fast line drawn by the mere fact of publication has brought the B minor Sonata alone into the range of familiarity. Yet within the limits of Strauss’s style of the time, the earlier Sonatas have also points of interest and are by no means to be despised. The first movement of this Sonata, op. 5, has the distinction not only of being built around a somewhat familiar figure:


Ex. 7
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but has a dramatic urgency which is quite new and which carries the composer farther than ever before. It is true that lack of skill in maintaining the argument sooner or later forces Strauss back on empty repetition, but the movement shows another step taken, and is far ahead of the remainder of the work. The Adagio Cantabile is for all intents and purposes one of Mendelssohn’s Lieder ohne Worte, and both the Scherzo and Finale are tremendously influenced by the same master. The coda of the Scherzo, however, gives one of those horn-call figures which, while in themselves innocuous and common to all composers, later become such a predominant feature of Strauss’s thematic construction.


Ex. 8
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When he was eighteen years of age Strauss left school, entering the University of Munich in August 1882. Here he read philosophy, aesthetics, history of art, and literature. This is reflected by an abrupt step forward in the quality of his compositions. So marked is this that we now reach the first works to survive in the concert repertory of the present day.


There is considerable divergence of opinion as to exactly when Strauss wrote the E flat Wind Serenade published as op. 7. Some commentators date it a year earlier, but in style it is far in advance of the other works of 1881. One first hears of it in connexion with the première which took place on 27th November 1882 under Franz Wüllner, the conductor who later gave many Strauss first performances, including Till Eulenspiegel and Don Quixote. There is talk of many productions of the piece during the months which followed, but the most important result came a year later, when it attracted the attention of the great and influential conductor, Hans von Bülow.


The Serenade is scored for normal double woodwind with four horns plus a contrabassoon for extra support. The score of both this work and the B flat Suite for the same combination gives the option of a bass tuba in place of the contrabassoon, but the alternative instrument is never used and merely indicates the comparative rarity of the contrabassoon in German provincial orchestras of that time. There is also a very curious addition of the string bass to reinforce the tonic in the last two bars. One wonders whether the inexperienced Strauss really expected the extra player to be kept in patient reserve merely to add these notes at the end. At all events the list of players in the early performances makes no mention of a double bass. The single movement work is in sonata form, but without a true development, although there is a brief central episode linking the two main sections of exposition and recapitulation. The development is, of course, the hardest part of a symphonic movement to contrive and so far it had always been the weakest section of Strauss’s formal works. Here, having fallen into the trap of rounding off the exposition too completely, it takes him only eight static bars of improvisation on the oboe to work his way into as distant a key from E flat major as he can imagine (B minor); from here he spends a happy period in quicker tempo, gradually building up the spectacular return to the recapitulation in the tonic. The whole ingenuous but undeniably effective sequence of events is immensely typical. Throughout the section the figure,


Ex. 9
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derived from the charming second subject, is ever present, thus maintaining the essential unity of the piece even during the independent central episode.


The scoring for the thirteen instruments (not quite the same thirteen as in Mozart’s famous Serenade) is by no means without imagination, even though by 1909 the mature Strauss already wrote decrying it as no more than the ‘respectable work of a music student’. Of course, to have a wind player for a father must have been a splendid asset in learning how to write for this kind of ensemble, and Strauss clearly already knew just how the sonorities would blend.


Altogether one can well understand Bülow being sufficiently impressed not only to place the piece in his regular repertoire, but to suggest to Strauss during the winter of 1883 that he compose a further and more substantial work for the same combination. Strauss was thrilled, and set to work like mad, only to find that Bülow had his own ideas on the sequence of movements in the proposed Suite including such classical items as a Gavotte and Fugue. He tried hard to oblige his mentor in the last two movements, but the first two were already drafted. The opening Allegretto is in much the same idiom as the Serenade, and like the earlier work is in abbreviated sonata form, though this time without even the semblance of a development.


The second movement however, is a breakaway from Strauss’s normal species of Andante, a Romanze made up of motivic themes which are pure Strauss, such as the first subject:


Ex. 10
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(cf. Feuersnot, Ex. 26); and the transition theme:


Ex. 11
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(cf. Macbeth and Guntram. Strauss’s personal style was emerging fast.) This movement, like the first, is again in abbreviated Sonata form and in this respect looks forward to the slow movement of the F minor Symphony. Bülow’s Gavotte was placed third in the scheme and bore good and original fruit, becoming the most attractive of the four; but the Introduction and Fugue, used by way of Finale, was more than Strauss could handle with interest. The Introduction quotes substantially from the Romanze without adding anything further to what had already been said exhaustively, while, striking as the Fugue subject is, its counterpoint is academic and prevents Strauss from making the most of the medium of the wind ensemble.


Some time after the work was delivered Bülow gave Strauss the opportunity of conducting it himself at an afternoon concert, though entirely without rehearsal. This was Strauss’s first experience of conducting professional players and was, for a variety of reasons, a hair-raising occasion. The incident is amusingly described at length by Strauss himself:




In the winter of 1884 Bülow came to Munich and surprised me when I visited him, by informing me that he would give a matinée performance before an invited audience, after the third official concert, the programme of which was to contain as the second item my Suite for Woodwind, which I was to conduct. I thanked him, overjoyed, but told him that I had never had a baton in my hand before and asked him when I could rehearse. ‘There will be no rehearsals, the orchestra has no time for such things on tour.’ His order was so categorical that I had no time to ponder over my discomfiture. The morning of the day arrived. I went to fetch Bülow at his hotel; he was in a dreadful mood. As we went up the steps of the Odeon, he positively raved against Munich, which had driven out Wagner and himself, and against old Perfall; he called the Odeon a cross between a church and a stock exchange, in short, he was as charmingly unbearable as only he could be when he was furious about something. The matinée took its course. I conducted my piece in a state of slight coma; I can only remember today that I made no blunders. What it was like apart from that I could not say. Bülow did not even listen to my début; smoking one cigarette after another, he paced furiously up and down in the music room. When I went in, my father, profoundly moved, came in through the opposite door in order to thank Bülow. That was what Bülow had been waiting for; like a furious lion he pounced upon my father. ‘You have nothing to thank me for’, he shouted, ‘I have not forgotten what you have done to me in this damned city of Munich. What I did today I did because your son has talent and not for you.’ Without saying a word my father left the music room from which all others had long since fled when they saw Bülow explode. This scene had, of course thoroughly spoilt my début for me. Only Bülow was suddenly in the best of spirits.3





5


On the whole the Suite is considerably less successful than the Serenade and through the years it has been rarely performed. This may, however, be due to some extent to the complicated factors of its publication, which have led to its being less readily available and thus little known. Its designation as op. 4 is misleading, since it came into this number only in 1911, when it first appeared in print. Previously it had been intended to be op. 15, but that number was usurped by a group of songs. Op. 4 was at one time to have been the Concert Overture in C minor (1883), although this started life as op. 10. In the end the Overture was never published at all; a pity, as it is an exciting piece, strongly influenced—as Strauss himself acknowledged—by the Coriolan Overture of Beethoven.


Ex. 12
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The figure [image: alt], which replaces Beethoven’s infinitely stronger sustained C’s, is interesting in the way it presages Strauss’s maturer manner of forming his themes. The bold opening statement of Ex. 12 calls the Violin Sonata to mind, while the treatment of [image: alt] provides a first instance of the famous rushing passage for violins in Tod und Verklärung.


Ex. 13
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After a transition making use of a motif anticipating Don Quixote, the second subject, dutifully in the relative major, effects a marriage between ideas suggestive of Macbeth and the Max Bruch G minor Violin Concerto, a work which was to lend ideas to Strauss on more than one occasion in later life.


Ex. 14
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The Overture marks a notable advance in the young Strauss’s emancipation towards a personal style, but it is fascinating to see how this is purely with respect to the thematic ideas and their individual development. The construction of the piece as a whole is still a little stiff, both in the schoolmasterly contrapuntal development and in the triumphal C major coda with its closing plagal cadence, which is disappointingly conventional after so stirring a build-up.


An even earlier orchestral work, a Symphony in D minor written in 1880, was also consigned by Strauss to limbo, after it, too, had occupied the fatal opus number 4. A large-scale work in four movements, this is very much the same vintage as the String Quartet, though on the whole rather less self-assured, especially, naturally enough, in its orchestral setting. It is nevertheless well made and has several interesting ideas, though hematically the slow movement and the Finale are somewhat banal, reflecting, perhaps, the fact that the entire symphony was completed within the space of only three months.


Both Overture and Symphony had the distinction of receiving their first performance at the hands of the Wagnerian conductor Hermann Levi, who was also the dedicatee of the Overture, and who later became instrumental in securing for Strauss his first important post in his home town of Munich. The performance of the Symphony was a great event in the Strauss family. Johanna Strauss has recently written of how she sat with their mother in their subscription seats, pride and apprehension alternating in their excitement. Father Strauss was, of course, in the orchestra, nervous and on edge, while Richard was quite calm, standing in his Sunday suit behind the dress circle.


The occasion seems to have been a considerable success and reflected great credit on the family, much to the father’s profound satisfaction. Nevertheless the Symphony is essentially a student work, and Strauss later begged his father not to send it to anyone, as he did not want it performed any more.


6


Strauss’s father, old Franz Strauss, was to the end a virulent reactionary in his musical taste and judgements. He hated Wagner, whom he regarded as a modernistic upstart, but for whom he had frequently to play, and violent quarrels were common between the two men. He desired passionately that his son should compose sound classical music, well grounded in tradition, and above all, filled with melody which he insisted was the most enduring quality of music for musician and layman alike. As far as melodic invention was concerned his son Richard rarely lost sight of this conception, but he was never at ease with the absolute forms of classical tradition, although he tried them all out before abandoning them until shortly before the end of his life, over half a century later.


In this first autumn at University (1882) he completed a Violin Concerto which had been some months on the stocks, and also followed it up in rapid succession with a Horn Concerto and a Cello Sonata. In the latter the influence of Mendelssohn is still strongly marked. The opening of the Sonata has a fine verve and Strauss wrote proudly home to his parents that Joachim had congratulated him particularly on the first lyrical outburst:


Ex. 15
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The development is built up of sequential passages which despite some interesting detail tends to become repetitive. There is an ingenious four-part fugue which on the collapse of the development whips up the excitement to an unexpectedly laborious return to the opening bars for the recapitulation. The effect is of a device employed to extricate matters from an awkward predicament rather than the inevitable conclusion of a logical argument. I am reminded irresistibly of Professor Tovey’s famous dictum: ‘How is it that the great masters never have any difficulty in getting out of pitfalls? Answer: because they never fall into one.’


The Andante is another Song without Words of which the principal melody is not very distinctive and which also lacks a well-contrasted middle section. Strauss had two attempts at the Finale; the first was almost pure early Beethoven, but was better knit in its opening theme than the revised version, for all the latter’s airy and light-hearted play with silent bars. This movement has some surprises in store, however, for after amiably following the pattern of Mendelssohn’s Piano Trio, op. 66, with a few ideas drawn from the ‘Scotch’ Symphony for the sake of variety, it suddenly settles on a cadence straight out of the second act of Parsifal!


Ex. 16
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And then, as if stirred by the memory, the development builds up a huge quasi-orchestral edifice, full of sequential repetition, but on a scale new to the piece and to Strauss himself in its vehemence and intensity. Soon all the parts soar into the treble clef, the lack of a bass, which in an orchestral score Strauss would surely have supplied, making itself felt when the climax is reached:


Ex. 17
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This climax could have swept effectively into the recapitulation, but Strauss had not yet learnt this manœuvre, and he allows the music to subside. As a result he has to contrive a modulatory link, which he does by means of plain unvaried statements of the second subject, giving the misleading effect of having devised a short cut.


However, despite its gaucheries and maladroit handling of the form, the Sonata has some fine moments of panache and occasional indications of Strauss’s future mannerisms, such as this cadence which recalls the music of Chrysothemis in Elektra:


Ex. 18
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A further composition for the Cello, though this time with orchestral accompaniment, also belongs to this period, a most attractive Romanze which has unfortunately remained unpublished.4 It is a gentle [image: alt] movement, similar in type to the slow movement of the Violin and Horn Concertos, both of which actually precede it in date of composition. It could easily have formed part of a companion Concerto for Cello, but no doubt Strauss appreciated the unusual difficulties attendant upon such a work, for he never attempted to add to it the outer movements.


The Violin Concerto, though in some ways a less elaborate work than the Cello Sonata, and actually composed shghtly earlier, is more satisfactory as a whole and frequently more subtle and original in its melodic lines. It may well have been the presence of the orchestra which put Strauss at his ease, for this is immediately apparent in the orchestral ritornello, with its fanfare-like Naturthema:


Ex. 19
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The figure [image: alt] I is incorporated continuously into the texture, a first instance of one of the most characteristic features of Strauss’s later style. The figure itself is of no great consequence; Max Bruch had already worked it in the Finale of his famous G minor Violin Concerto,5  but Strauss’s accomplished treatment of it contrasts a little abruptly with the ingenuous and symmetrical melodies which form the principal material of the first movement. There are errors of judgement in the Concerto, especially in the first movement, where the introductory figuration of the solo violin is repeated both before the short development and again in full before the recapitulation. This seems an elementary mistake of perception which a closer understanding of the great classical concertos might have prevented, but Strauss, who was at that time playing the violin himself a good deal, was probably rather proud of his prowess in devising stylistic passage-work. He seems also to have been in some doubt how to finish the movement, since the long and rather barren orchestral postlude is printed with extensive cuts, albeit different ones, in both the full score and the violin and piano copy. Neither abbreviated version is entirely satisfactory, and moreover it seems surprising that no opportunity is allowed for a cadenza either here or anywhere else in the work.


Ex. 20
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There is some confusion over the metronome mark of the slow movement. The violin and piano reduction gives ♪=69, which is wholly inconsistent with the tempo indication ‘Lento ma non troppo’. The full score gives ♪=69, certainly more in keeping with the sweet and unpretentious character of this miniature, which might have been better described as an ‘Andantino’. It begins with a pleasingly asymmetrical ten-bar melody and is altogether on a higher and more original level than the stereotyped Andantes which had so far satisfied Strauss for his slow movements, and points the way to the far more striking parallel movement in the Horn Concerto. There are features also in the Finale which look forward to the later work, notably the dramatic interpolation which brings back one of the principal motifs from the first movement shortly before the end (Ex. 20).


7


It had always been a foregone conclusion that a horn concerto would come sooner or later. One wonders rather that Strauss had not written more for his father by this time. The only horn works he produced before the concerto were a song ‘Ein Alphorn hör’ ich schallen’, with a fiendishly difficult horn obbligato, and the Introduction, Theme and Variations for horn and piano already mentioned above (p. 2). Both works were written at the age of fourteen and dedicated to ‘seinem lieben Papa,’ whereas the new and important concerto is inscribed to Oscar Franz, a well-known virtuoso on the instrument and author of a tutor still widely used in Conservatoires all over the world. However, old Franz Strauss seems to have been highly gratified with his son’s achievement, playing it frequently in the family circle, although it taxed him to the limits of his technique. Johanna Strauss, the composer’s sister, recently wrote, on a postcard to the English virtuoso horn player Dennis Brain, that she vividly remembered her father struggling with the solo part, which he found very tiring, even using the high B flat crook. In particular he seems to have considered the recurrent high B flats too daring and dangerous for performance in the concert hall. The first public performance with orchestra was actually given neither by Father Strauss nor by Oscar Franz, but some two years later, when Bülow included the work in one of his Meiningen concerts in March 1885, the soloist being the local first horn, Gustav Leinhos.6  Strauss wrote to his father that Leinhos was a soloist of ‘kolossaler Sicherheit’ (‘colossal sureness’—a rare quality in horn players) and with a tone very like his father’s own.


Formally, the concerto is far in advance of anything Strauss had produced up to the present. The system of holding the work together by means of Naturmotive, tentatively tried out in the Violin Concerto, is here exploited to the full. The opening fanfare,


Ex. 21
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delivered at the outset by the solo horn and before the orchestral ritornello, not only serves as a framework enclosing the two long and free cantilenas which comprise the first movement, but, transformed into [image: alt]  rhythm, constitutes the principal Rondo subject of the Finale,


Ex. 22




[image: ]





an instance of thematic metamorphosis which predates by some three years Strauss’s adoption of Lisztian methods under the influence of Alexander Ritter.


A secondary hunting horn figure of basic simplicity


Ex. 23
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also appears in the opening tutti and is repeatedly worked into the texture throughout the concerto, besides being the chief motif in the link between the slow movement and the Finale, the three short movements all following one another without a break. In the Andante it forms the principal figure of accompaniment to the gentle [image: alt] melody which is again based on the notes of the common chord:


Ex. 24
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The opening melody for the soloist in the first movement


Ex. 25
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is also motivically connected with the second subjects of both the other two movements.


It will be noticed that, in fact, none of these Naturmotive can be played on the valveless Waldhorn for which this concerto is avowedly written. Curiously enough, Strauss wrote the orchestral horn parts for the E flat crook, but the solo part is for the F horn, which was by then already gradually becoming the standard instrument. Throughout his life Strauss specialized in the construction of themes which, while based on the technique of the natural horn, actually incorporated notes which were not readily obtainable without the use of valves.


Taken as a whole, the unity and conciseness of this concerto is something new in Strauss’s more ambitious works. Abandonment of sonata form for the outer movements; the ever-ready flow of melodic ideas; and the ingenious backward glances to the first movement during the Rondo, culminating in the fine declamatory phrase from the last tutti of that movement now blazoned forth by the soloist:


Ex. 26
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all these things combine to make this concerto one of the most successful of all the early works.


8


Mention has already been made of an early Symphony in D minor rejected by Strauss shortly after its first performance as unsuitable for further promotion. This anxiety on the part of the now increasingly successful young composer was owing to his desire to create an ever more splendid impression on the important figures in the musical world who had just become aware of him, and because he was now working on a new Symphony in F minor which he considered vastly superior. Since he had now left the university, his father sent him in the winter of 1883 on a trip to Leipzig, Dresden, and finally for a considerable stay in Berlin, a shrewd move, since the precocious youth lost no time in getting himself and his works known in the widest circles. He took with him the first sketches of the new Symphony, on which he worked steadily while putting into order the Stimmungsbilder for Piano (see above, p. 7) by way of recreation. He was clearly determined to get this important new symphonic venture finished in time to show to his new professional acquaintances and to sow the seed for future performances. As movements of the Symphony were completed he took them round with him to play to people, until all was ready except the slow movement (Andante Cantabile), which was the last to satisfy him. On 11th January 1884 he wrote to his father that the Adagio (sic) was getting on quite well and that he had thought of a very pretty melody which would serve by way of coda. At last, on 25th January, just over a month after his arrival in Berlin, he sent a brief note exclaiming ecstatically that it was a quarter to eight in the evening and that the Symphony was finished.


Not all Strauss’s plans for securing performances matured, but success in an unexpected direction put a tremendous feather in his cap. It so happened that during 1884 the pioneering American conductor, Theodor Thomas, came over to Europe, and in the course of his tour found the opportunity to visit old Franz Strauss. The score of the newly completed Symphony was fortunately at hand, with the result that the same December Thomas introduced the name of Richard Strauss to America by giving the première of the work in New York with the Philharmonic Society Orchestra. The first German performance was given a month later in Cologne under Wüllner, who had already given the first performance of the Wind Serenade. Strauss went to the rehearsal and was moved beyond description by the ravishing qualities of his music. Each movement was more wonderful than the last and the whole ‘klingt kolossal’.


It is amusing to find the future composer of Salome writing of how monstrously difficult it is and how ‘Papa wird Augen machen, wenn er hört, wie moderne die Sinfinie klingt.’7 However, it clearly impressed other and more experienced musicians, too; Bülow thought so highly of it that when in September 1885 he appointed Strauss his assistant with the Meiningen Orchestra, he encouraged him to conduct the Symphony at his début, while playing the solo part in a Mozart Piano Concerto under Bülow’s own direction in the same programme. Strauss may have been full of himself and his own cleverness, but he was certainly ‘an unusually accomplished and gifted young man’, as Bülow wrote to his noble employer, the Duke of Meiningen, when recommending him for the post. The particular thrill of the Meiningen performance was the presence of Brahms. Not that that venerable figure had any very marked encouragement to offer; his laconic ‘Ganz hübsch, junger Mann,’8 was tempered with advice that Strauss should study the dance music of Schubert and concentrate on the invention of eight-bar melodies. Writing later of the incident, Strauss also recalled the criticism of the great composer, ‘Your Symphony is too full of thematic irrelevancies. There is no point in piling up themes which are only contrasted rhythmically on a single triad.’ Justifiable as Strauss may have thought the observation (Father Strauss immediately wrote heartily endorsing all Brahms’s remarks), this manner of polyphonic construction remained an important element of his style to the end of his life. Nevertheless the occasion was a great one and was made complete by the arrival of the first copy of the published score of the Symphony, towards the cost of which his father, glowing with pride, had contributed 1,000 marks (£50). The fact that this sum was subsequently paid back by no means minimizes the touching generosity of the gesture.


Unfortunately, viewed from the distance of seventy-five years, the work itself proves to be stolid and even a little unimaginative for this stage of Strauss’s development. It was only to be expected that, the Symphony being the arch-representative of sonata form, it should be once again structurally wholly conventional. But the material is less striking than one might have hoped and is presented in thick, almost Schumannesque orchestration. Most of the themes appear in mixed colours doubled at the octave, and since this is true of every one of the principal subjects of the oddly pedestrian first movement, their similarity to each other produces a turgid effect, despite the rhythmic variations dictated by their different functions in the symphonic scheme.


Ex. 27
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Ex. 29
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Deliberate as no doubt this thematic homogeneity is, it was misguided in a movement the chief feature of which is its long-winded adherence to every facet and detail of classical sonata form. The result, despite the remarkable technical proficiency, is heavy-handed—a fault emphasized by the slow-moving harmonic progressions.


The Scherzo is possibly the best movement of the four, though it is a little unfortunate in having for its motto-theme the figure employed by one of the most ostentatious contemporary motor-horns:


Ex. 30
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It is often delicately treated, however, especially in its combination with the graceful figure:


Ex. 31
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A less satisfactory feature of the movement is the similarity between the subsidiary subject and the melody of the Trio, since this is the section which is normally required to provide the strongest element of contrast. However, the sudden premature appearance of Ex. 31 in the latter part of the Trio is amusingly ben trovato.


After an uneventful start, the Andante develops some attractive ideas, notably the closing theme of the second subject, possibly the idea referred to by Strauss in his letter of 11th January quoted above:


Ex. 32
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Pure Schumann though it is (especially in the continued use of themes stated in octaves) it is nicely handled in a variety of poetic ways, especially as it leads the music gently back to the opening melody. This happens twice, the movement being on a larger scale than Strauss’s previous Andantes, which had with few exceptions hitherto been in the simplest ternary (ABA) song form. The material of the second subject actually comes round in full a second time, a final reference to the first subject being used for the coda. A further point of interest is the incorporation of Ex. 29 from the first movement, which makes a fine stirring transition theme in the midst of so much easy-going melodizing in [image: alt] time, and also of a little ascending triplet figure which may not be a deliberate allusion at all, but a natural element in Strauss’s manner of composition in similar circumstances.


The Finale tails away into a lame emulation of the symphonic methods of Mendelssohn and Schumann alternately, once the initial fiery impetuosity of the first subject has spent itself. This is at once the most pretentious and the weakest part of the whole composition. Both the themes and their working out are contrived rather than spontaneous, and parts of the development have more than a hint of Bruckner’s development sections. Bruckner is, however, a dangerous master to follow unless one can match his nobility of spirit, and this the young Strauss could hardly hope to do. As a result, his mildly interesting Chorales, heavy motifs of descending octaves and long sequential passages of imitative counterpoint lead to an apotheosis scarcely more sophisticated than the closing pages of the Rienzi Overture. Nor are matters improved by the unmotivated succession of references to the three previous movements which are strung together and made to form the final dramatic build-up.


I have judged the Symphony not as a student work, although it is but little more than this, but at the highest level of aesthetics, which may on the face of it seem unjust. Yet in its own day it seems to have been praised without condescension and without making any such allowances on grounds of inexperience or immaturity. It is true that the Berlin public were not wholly favourable in their reception, but the critics, with only a single exception, wrote of it in terms of the highest adulation, with remarks to the effect that it would come to be recognized as one of the finest products of the last decade. If this prophecy has not proved well founded, at least the unquestionable promise shown by the Symphony was amply fulfilled and, with the appearance of Don Juan only three years ahead, within an exceedingly short space of time.




1 According to the composer’s sister Johanna, the first composition was the Schneiderpolka, which Papa Strauss notated from the little boy’s performance at the piano. The Christmas Carol was, however, the first piece which he wrote down himself.


2 See Appendix A.


3 Recollections and Reflections, by Richard Strauss, Boosey & Hawkes, 1953.


4 There is, however, some doubt as to whether the orchestration was completed.


5 A later instance of Strauss’s borrowing a theme from this concerto appears in the Alpensinfonie (see Vol. 2).


6 A performance had already been given in 1883 (shortly after the completion of the work) by Bruno Hoyer, a pupil of Strauss’s father, in the Tonkünstler-verein, Munich, but with piano.


7 ‘Papa will open his eyes wide when he hears how modern the Symphony sounds.’


8 ‘Quite pretty, young man.’




















CHAPTER II


MATURING





THE Symphony behind him, Strauss occupied himself during the remainder of his stay in Berlin, in the spring of 1884, drafting the beginnings of a Piano Quartet and a set of Improvisations and Fugue for piano. The latter was really a kind of diversion combined with exercises in technique, and although originally graced with an opus number (15) and dedicated to Bülow, it cannot rate as a serious artistic accomplishment. It is nevertheless undeniably ingenious, especially in the way the bass of the theme, a fanfare-like motif of ascending thirds, is made to serve both as the theme of the Introduction and as the Fugue subject. The fourteen variations (which is what the ‘Improvisations’ actually are) contain a good deal of amusing rhythmical contrast, and might well have been published together with the Fugue, which oddly enough appeared by itself six years later, included in a volume of miscellaneous piano pieces.


The Quartet is, however, a very different proposition. Whether it was the experience of symphonic construction which he had been gaining during the past months, or whether his imagination had been fired by hearing the newly composed choral and orchestral music of Brahms, with this fresh chamber work Strauss suddenly took another stride forward. To begin with, the piece is on a very large scale, particularly in the first two movements. The opening Allegro is not only long, but builds up a tremendous dramatic tension which at times oversteps the true province of chamber music:


Ex. 1
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The style is no longer that of Mendelssohn, but is almost pure and unadulterated Brahms, a wholly new influence and exactly what Strauss needed. The handling of symphonic motifs and understanding of the subtleties of sonata form, which were from the first an essential feature of Brahms’s style, had been precisely Strauss’s greatest weaknesses and in his eagerness he swallowed them whole. Themes from the Symphonies, figures from the Quartets, all were grist to the mill, and as a result, although scarcely an original composition and therefore of only relative ultimate value, the movement solves at a single stroke all the problems that had hitherto baffled Strauss. The development has a logical sense of structure and the lead back to the recapitulation is no longer laborious, but dovetailed in the middle of a paragraph and subtly varied, so that when the tonic cadence arrives the section is in full swing. The coda, too, no longer disappoints expectations as in the Symphony, but on the contrary has a real contribution to make in a passage nearly as long as the exposition itself and containing a fully worked development of a wholly new variant in diminution of the principal subject (Ex. 2). This is not to say that the movement is faultless. The closing melody of the second subject, with its characteristic Straussian retardations, for instance, at first gets stuck harmonically, taking the whole of five bars to get away from its opening tonic chord. Even when it finally takes flight and surges to an ecstatic climax it is suddenly brought back to earth and rounded off too abruptly. But the general gain in technical


Ex. 2
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skill, together with the enormous increase in emotional range, far outweighs the occasional miscalculation, while the attention to detail is a constant delight.


None of the other movements quite come up to this remarkable opening, but the Scherzo has a good many interesting features and is again on an expansive scale, though the trio is unexpectedly short. The opening figures [image: alt] and [image: alt] of the principal subject are obviously full of potentialities and Strauss is now ready to make the most of them:


Ex. 3
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Ex. 4
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The picking out of the passing notes in the piano left hand in Ex. 4 is especially ingenious. This movement also boasts an extensive coda in which the Trio subject makes a very necessary reappearance before the piano builds up a splendid frenzy with figure [image: alt] hammering away in the strings.


The Andante is another Brahmsian movement with broad melodies in Common Time laid out in abbreviated sonata form. All the thematic ideas are derived from these principal melodies and contrapuntally treated in varying forms of diminution. It is perhaps not Strauss’s fault that some of his subjects today bring to mind other and irrelevant associations, but these tunes are undeniably commonplace:


Ex. 5
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Ex. 6
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It requires taste as well as skill to follow Brahms into the realms of sentiment without trespassing over the border into sentimentality.


In better style is a delicate triplet figure which we shall see again soon in the Wanderers Sturmlied (not to mention Ariadne auf Naxos):


Ex. 7
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(cf.Ex. 10b below)


but which is here nicely contrasted against a series of fragmentary semi-quaver figures.


The Finale turns again to Schumann, though this time in that composer’s more impetuous vein. The movement is in full sonata rondo form, with a development for central episode. Both first and second subjects are composite, with a number of pregnant little subsidiary figures, in one of which the features of the later Strauss appear unmistakably:


Ex. 8
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The second subject, however, carries with it a melody like a Brahms Lied which, whenever it appears, gives a brief moment of welcome repose from the prevailing busyness:


Ex. 9
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This not only introduces the central development episode, but also returns to conclude it (a reversion to Strauss’s earlier method) and, as in previous works, robs the exciting working-out passage of its logical climax. Nevertheless Strauss contrives a fine new declamatory ending to the melody, with even greater possibilities for rhetoric in its cleverly delayed return in the recapitulation.


Notwithstanding some weaknesses and plagiarisms, the Quartet is an ambitious scheme bravely carried out, and eighteen months later (when he was already at Meiningen) Strauss heard that the work had been awarded the prize given by the Berlin Tonkünstler Verein for the composition of a Piano Quartet. There had been twenty-four entrants and it must be admitted that the judges were by no means unanimous in their opinion. Rheinberger, the famous organ composer, placed the work second, while Heinrich Dorn, a well-known conductor who was a violent opponent of Wagner and who had himself composed an opera Die Nibelungen, put Strauss’s piece only eighth on the list. The third judge, however, was none other than Franz Wüllner, who had already conducted the Wind Serenade (first performance) and the F minor Symphony, and he swayed the balance in Strauss’s favour. Strauss himself played the piano part in a performance of the work in the Meiningen Reunionsaal in early January 1886. The Grand-Duke was present and seems to have taken to the piece, as did also the public—‘much to my surprise,’ he wrote to Bülow, ‘considering that it is by no means a pleasing or ingratiating work’. As a result, when later in the year Strauss decided to leave Meiningen he paid the Grand-Duke the courtesy of dedicating the Quartet to him.


2


On his return from Berlin in the summer of 1884, besides completing the piano variations and the Quartet, Strauss set to work on his first choral composition since his schoolboy days. He chose for the purpose part of an early poem by Goethe entitled Wanderers Sturmlied, an admirable vehicle for a single-movement symphonic scheme with its constantly recurring line ‘Wen (or Den) du nicht verlässest, Genius’, which is reiterated like a motif. It was written in the aftermath of Goethe’s early love affair with Frederika Brion, a beautiful fair-haired daughter of a country pastor. Having decided to give her up, and having written to tell her so, Goethe was in a feverish and restless frame of mind and would go off for long walks in the country by himself. As a result he earned the name of ‘The Wanderer’ as he roamed abroad through hills, valleys, fields and woods, singing and composing ‘strange hymns and dithyrambs. One of these, the Wanderers Sturmlied still remains’ he wrote. ‘I remember singing it aloud passionately amid a terrific storm. The burden of this rhapsody is that a man of genius must walk resolutely through the storms of life, relying solely on himself.’


Of the 116 lines of the poem, Strauss set the first thirty-eight intact, since he found these both the most direct in expression and he also felt with unerring instinct the natural well-spaced climaxes of this section of the poem, which fall at the words ‘Pythius Apollo’ and ‘Göttergleich’. From here on the text becomes increasingly obscure, with its references to ‘the small, black, fiery peasant’ (whom, no doubt, Goethe encountered as he tramped along); to ‘Father Bromius’ (an alternative title of Bacchus); to Jupiter (in his capacity as the god of rain) and so on with an infinite variety of complex visions which passed through his mind as he strove vainly to forget his last love. In later years Goethe vehemently rejected the work as ‘half senseless’ and Strauss was wise to stop short of the more incomprehensible passages.


Musically the cantata is cast throughout in a broad Maestoso Sonata movement, the form of which is divided roughly according to the subdivisions of the poem. The opening stanza, with the three first lines repeated at the end, corresponds to the first subject—a powerful orchestral introduction establishing the shorter motivic themes, while the chorus enters with the more extended melodic strands:


Ex. 10
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Ex. 11
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Ex. 10b becomes identified with the words ‘(Nicht der) Regen der Sturm’, a compression of Goethe’s line which Strauss allows himself for the purpose of emphasis. At the climax of the section the chorus takes part in a restatement of the orchestral opening, using Ex. 10c to reiterate the ‘Genius’ line.


A short orchestral modulatory passage introduces the second subject, which consists of two elements: a fine Brahmsian melody:


Ex. 12
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and a great declamatory figure which rears itself again and again through the complex polyphonic texture:


Ex. 13
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The interval at [image: alt] between ‘leicht’ and ‘gross’ grows wider at each statement, a most exciting development of an impressive idea. This theme in [image: ] time cuts across the main flow of the music, which is throughout this section in [image: ] pulse. In the score1 Strauss emphasizes this cross-phrasing by actually writing each instrument or voice in either three or four time as required, alternating freely and without regard to the other instruments and voices, the bar lines accordingly falling in a number of different places and only coming together at the first great climax of ‘Pythius Apollo’, in which the whole chorus joins in two mighty and exultant shouts, punctuated by a rising statement of Ex. 12 in the full strings covering two and a half octaves.


A more extended orchestral link now brings the music back to a tranquil mood as the development section begins. This concerns itself principally with Ex. 11 and also with the little rapid figure Ex. 10a, of which great play is made. The return to the recapitulation in the major key is an a ceppella passage, as the ‘Musen’ and the ‘Charitinnen’ (Graces) are first mentioned. From here to the end, although the sections of recapitulation and coda have each their glowing climax at the common closing word ‘Göttergleich’, the prevailing mood is elegiac and softly reflective, with harmonic colouring strongly suggestive of Brahms’s Requiem. Strauss had heard some of Brahms’s choral music during the previous winter and had been particularly interested in the recently composed Gesang der Parzen, in which Brahms also set a Goethe text for six-part chorus. By pure chance Strauss happened to go one morning to the Gewandhaus in Leipzig when this work was being rehearsed, and there seems little doubt that it gave him the idea of trying his hand at a similar choral piece. Although the result in no way resembles the actual Parzengesang, the whole work is full of a thousand and one touches of pure Brahms in the figuration, the orchestral layout and, above all, in the harmonic scheme, which is enormously rich and satisfying. If anything, the fault is now that the whole work is too thick and over-filled with counterpoint, giving an unrelieved heaviness to the piece as a whole. Yet the handling of the six-part chorus is astonishingly resourceful. Only in the development does the sequential imitation become a little mechanical; throughout the bulk of the composition the organization of the many motifs into an intricate polyphonic scheme is no more than a technique used to build up the sonorities of a work conceived in broad outline from the stormy opening to the serene epilogue.


3


Strauss had taken up his appointment in Meiningen as assistant court conductor to Bülow in late September 1885 and stayed there until the following April. Bülow himself resigned in November, so that for the major part of the season Strauss remained in sole charge. He might have remained there for some time, and was in fact invited to renew his contract for three years as Director of Music, but with the offer came the news that the orchestra was to be reduced to thirty-nine players. This was extremely disappointing, since during the five years which Bülow had spent in Meiningen the Court Orchestra had acquired the reputation of being one of the finest in the country, and the decision showed a sad lack of appreciation of the value of what Bülow had achieved, and indicated in addition the Grand-Duke’s opinion of the relative standing of his young Director of Music. So, gratifying as it was to be invited to replace his great mentor as First Conductor, on Bülow’s advice Strauss relinquished the position and returned to Munich. During his stay in Meiningen he had composed relatively little, even an actual commission for an orchestral Suite not stirring his interest. His unexpected debut, however, as a concert pianist in the Mozart C Minor Concerto drew his creative attention to the piano concerto, and he at once embarked first upon a Scherzo and then a Rhapsody for Piano and Orchestra. Since the former is in D minor and the latter in C sharp it is clear that there was never any intention of combining them into a single major work, and in any case while the composition of the Scherzo went forward magnificently, Strauss lost interest in the Rhapsody, which remained a fragment and has since disappeared. Strauss seems to have become discouraged after the Scherzo, upon which he had built so many hopes, was unsuccessfully tried out with the orchestra. Bülow, for whom it was written, had seen the Lisztian piano part before he left and stated categorically that it was unplayable, and even Strauss felt after the first run through that it was ‘pure nonsense’. This was a great pity, as the piece contained much that was highly original, in particular Strauss’s splendid idea of beginning with a motif given to four timpani unaccompanied:


Ex. 14
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He had been justly proud of this inspiration and quoted it in full in a letter to his father. He had even heard that Spitzweg, of Joseph Aibl, his publishers, was prepared to print the work. But nonetheless he morosely put it on one side. It was not resurrected until four and a half years later, by which time Strauss had come to know the pianist and composer Eugen d’Albert, who pressed him to reconsider his view of the piece. This Strauss did, giving it the title of Burleske and dedicating it to d’Albert, the two friends giving the first performance together on 21st June 1890, in the concert at Eisenach which also included the first performance of Tod und Verklärung. The publisher Hainauer was present on this occasion and offered a substantial sum for the work. Strauss still held back, however, although he was tempted by the financial aspect. He had by that time come to feel that he had outgrown the immaturity of its style and could not yet see its qualities in perspective. Four years later again, he finally agreed to its publication, which was undertaken in 1894 by the smaller firm of Steingräber, a fact which has led to the extreme rarity of the orchestral material in recent years. In later life Strauss became reconciled with the Burleske, as was shown by his agreement to its inclusion in his last London concert in October 1947.


It is easy to understand the confusion which must have attended that lamentable first play-through back in Meiningen, especially if, as seems likely, the harassed twenty-one-year old Director tried to combine the roles of conductor and soloist. For the score, despite its debt to Brahms (the continuation of the motto theme Ex. 17 being said to be based on Brahms’s D minor Ballade), is full of passages on an entirely new level of quick-witted fantasy and featherweight orchestration of a kind seldom before hazarded by Strauss or any other composer. The sharp, impish, satirical side of Strauss’s character is suddenly revealed in a way which does not occur again until we come to Till Eulenspiegel; the relationship can easily be seen by the following quotation:


Ex. 15
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The whole work is filled with invention of the liveliest character, mostly stemming motivically from the motto theme Ex. 14 and its continuation:


Ex. 16
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together with the theme of the first subject proper, both as presented by the piano at its first appearance:


Ex. 17
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and in its orchestral version:


Ex. 18




[image: ]





The second subject is a graceful waltz growing out of the figure [image: alt]  from Ex. 14, while the central episode, which recurs also in the coda, is another more languid waltz, the theme of which is produced by playing Ex. 18 in augmentation. There is, moreover, a development section given to the orchestral tutti which combines all these themes in building up an exciting climax. As in Strauss’s earlier formal works the music dies down before he can work his way round to the recapitulation, but the bridge is effected here with so much wit, the piano entering with curiously obstinate ideas on tonality, that a virtue is made of necessity. In fact, a most amusing moment occurs when the timpanist refuses to continue beyond the opening bar of Ex. 14 until the piano agrees to modify its version of the following bar to enable the piece to continue in the right key.


The work is in full sonata form (or it could be regarded as extended sonata rondo form if Exx. 14 and 16 are considered to be rondo subjects), and it is in the full and uncompromising exploitation of so extended a form that the main weakness of the work lies. For it is unexpectedly long for its substance, style and content and, enormously attractive though the material is, the inclusion of a recapitulation exact and complete in every detail was a miscalculation in relative dimensions. The coda is also too long, partly because of its cadenzas, the more considerable of which spends no less than sixty bars improvising on a single chord of the dominant minor ninth. Moreover, Strauss had so much to say that, extended as his scheme already was, he still found room for an additional subject which he interpolates at the close of both exposition and recapitulation and which is given its main working out in the coda:


Ex. 19
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Once again, so striking is this theme, and so fertile in the development of its initial rising figure, that it is impossible to regret its inclusion. At no single moment is the Burleske anything but sparkling and brilliantly ingenious. Even the ‘impossible’ piano part can be seen in these days to be skilfully effective and grateful to play. But in its final impact the work is never wholly successful, because its seventeen minutes are just five too many.


4


One of the violinists in the Meiningen orchestra was a man named Alexander Ritter, who had been a school friend of Bülow’s and had married Wagner’s niece. Ritter was not only an excellent musician (he had once conducted his own orchestra) but a man of wide culture and encyclopaedic knowledge; having fallen on bad times he had been running a music shop during the last few years before Bülow invited him to Meiningen, no doubt out of sentiment, as according to Strauss he seems to have been an indifferent fiddler. He was also a composer with symphonic poems and operas to his credit, though here again his was no more than a moderate talent. He was, however, an ardent follower of Berlioz, Liszt, and Wagner, three names still held by the prevailing conservative musical opinion in Germany to be mad extremists. Accordingly, his interest roused by the gifted young spark, Ritter lost no time in inviting him to his house and acquainting him with the programmatic works of the modern school of which, owing to his severely reactionary musical upbringing, the young Strauss was until that time entirely ignorant. Strauss was fascinated by Ritter’s broadminded erudition and, in a series of regular evening meetings, absorbed avidly all the new ideas the older man had to teach him. Opinions differ as to the extent of Strauss’s debt in the development and maturing of his style, especially since Ritter is said to have been a muddle-headed thinker. It is difficult to gauge accurately the rights of the matter, as this was the first time Strauss had come into direct contact with a cultured and philosophical mind, and was therefore likely to be impressed by a man who had clearly read widely and spent much time in profound contemplation. At all events, Strauss himself gave Ritter the complete credit for having put him on the road in which he almost immediately found his true stature as a composer, saying that his influence ‘was in the nature of a whirlwind’ and that ‘he had urged him toward the poetic, and the expressive in music’. Be all this as it may, the results were certainly strikingly apparent in the very next work, the Fantasie Aus Italien.


Strauss had always wanted to visit Italy, and with the remark coming from Brahms that when he finished in Meiningen a journey to that country would do him more good than frittering away his time in Berlin, the matter was settled. Within a week of his relinquishing his post and returning home to Munich he was off on his travels with the blessing and financial support of his generous father. He clearly had a marvellous holiday, visiting Verona, Bologna, Rome, Naples, Capri, and Florence, drinking in the sunshine which always had so strong an effect upon his creative impulses. While he journeyed he was constantly sketching musical ideas as they came to him. There is a most amusing letter to his mother in which he outlines some of his experiences, together with marginal remarks as to the keys in which he had composed at each place. To both Bülow and his mother he confesses that the beauties of nature stirred him to compose less than the ruins of the Forum at Rome, where ideas simply flew into his head. The movement drafted there was of the type of a symphonic opening Allegro, but as a tentative experiment in the new ideas, so many of which he was now embracing, he decided to preface it with another slow movement which had come to him on the Appian Way during an excursion through the country outside Rome. Two other possible movements had occurred to him in Capri and Naples respectively, and with regard to the latter he decided to use a Neapolitan folk song. That the resultant work would be programmatic music was naturally a foregone conclusion, but although it would clearly be a glorified symphonic poem Strauss did not yet feel sure of himself, nor had he yet developed the skill to cast the enormous mass of heterogeneous material in a single complex symphonic movement, and the Fantasie has the outward semblance of a traditional four-movement symphony. It is indeed, as Strauss once said, ‘the connecting link between the old and the new methods’.


The first movement, ‘Auf der Campagna’, is easily the most remarkable of the whole work, both in form and content. The broad, spacious Wagnerian chordal structure of the opening, with its little figure of a rising octave, is immensely typical of a side of Strauss familiar to us today, though entirely new at that time, while the Rhapsodic section which follows contains presages of motifs from more than one symphonic poem of the next few years:


Ex. 20
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The figure [image: alt] built up in the first bar of Ex. 20 emerges at the climax of the movement as part of the great majestic theme for the full wind band which Strauss himself, in an analysis of the work published in 1889, quoted as the principal theme. Before this arrives, however, there is a bridge passage based on the rising octave figure which leads to a melodic section in a warmly distant key which is also referred to briefly before the end of the movement. The most memorable phrase, however, is one which, arriving late on the scene, is extremely short-lived. Nevertheless on reaching it one feels that it was towards this the music has been aiming since the start.


Ex. 21
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(An even more remarkable instance of this modus operandi will be discussed in due course in Don Juan.) The section ends quietly with the atmospheric chordal passage with which it began. The whole most poetic movement, conceived essentially after the manner of a Liszt Symphonic Poem, serves in Strauss’s own words as a ‘Prelude which evokes the sensations experienced by the composer at the vision of the Roman countryside, bathed in sunshine, seen from the Villa d’Este in Tivoli’.


The second movement, as has been mentioned, was conceived in the Roman Forum. Entitled ‘In Rom’s Ruinen’, it is also headed by the lines, amusingly suggestive of Berlioz, ‘Fantastic pictures of vanished splendour, feelings of melancholy and grief amidst the sunniest of surroundings’. After the amazing foretaste of Strauss’s mature style in the previous movement, it is with a jolt that one finds him back in his earlier manner contriving a well-behaved symphonic movement based on Schumann’s ‘Rhenish’ Symphony, with a charming second subject strongly reminiscent of Mendelssohn’s Melusina Overture. Of the vanished splendour, the melancholy and grief there is curiously little in this boisterous Allegro, the most characteristic feature of which is the first subject, recalling still further motifs from future symphonic poems:


Ex. 22
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The movement has a fine animal vigour, however, while it is significant in view of what is to come that the greatest interest is now to be found in the lengthy development, not so long ago Strauss’s weakest section. The cumulative imitation, working up to a comma which heralds the recapitulation, shows exactly the manner of the parallel passage in Don Juan. Occasional but striking features in the orchestration also presage the extreme technical skill the mature Strauss was to expect from his players. The trumpet Top C at the end of the movement anticipates the final bars of Feuersnot, but gave the twenty-two-year old composer a certain justifiable apprehension!


Strauss wrote that in the Andantino ‘Am Strande von Sorrent’ he tried to ‘represent in tone painting the soft music of nature, which the inner ear perceives in the rushing of the wind in the leaves, in the songs of birds, in all the fine sounds of Nature, in the distant roar of the sea from which a lonely song resounds on the beach; and to set in contrast against these the experiences of mankind, as expressed by the melodic elements of the movement. The interplay in separation and partial uniting of these contrasts forms the spiritual content of this mood-picture.’


This is a somewhat high-flown description, but one thing clearly emerged; that whatever he may have written, both to his mother and to Bülow, of his insensitivity to Nature, this movement was actually suggested by the natural beauty of the surroundings in which he found himself. It is an exceedingly beautiful and imaginative piece and, bearing in mind that it is still of the same genre of [image: ] Andantinos of the Violin and Horn Concertos, astonishingly original despite its occasional lapses into pseudo-Mendelssohn. The marvellously colouristic cascades on flutes and violins in the introduction are something quite new in virtuoso orchestral technique and are comparable with his later experiments of the kind, such as the waterfalls in the Alpensymphonie. Another feature of the mature Strauss which appears for the first time in the closing bars of this movement is his device of writing a cadence as if it is about to modulate to an enormously distant key, only to slip suddenly into the tonic. Compare the two following examples:


Ex. 23
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(Aus Italien, 1886)


Ex. 24
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(Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme, 1910)


 


The form of this movement is also of considerable interest, since Strauss takes the plunge of juxtaposing the different sections in the Lisztian manner, following no other rules than those dictated by the poetic idea. The results are magical and Strauss is saved from the routine formula into which his strict adherence to traditional design had led him in the earliest works. Basically the movement is in sonata form, though with an entirely new and independent episode taking the place of the development. This episode, a restless swaying passage with busy string figuration supporting a plaintive oboe solo, corresponds with the ‘lonely song resounding on a beach against the distant roar of the sea’ of Strauss’s analysis quoted above. It is in the recapitulation that the changes occur, since the cadence of the central episode (the rising woodwind figure in Ex. 23). twice interrupts the first subject on its return, until it gives way to the subsidiary theme from the second subject. Conversely, to complete the scheme, the subsidiary theme from the first subject is made to grow naturally out of the second subject proper and thus rounds off both exposition and recapitulation, a role for which it is eminently suitable in its naïve simplicity. The effect, punctuated constantly by the shimmering cascades of the introduction, is of free fantasy, though logically complete, since every theme recurs in due course, and so is entirely satisfying.


If so much of Aus Italien is good the question may well be asked why the work is no longer in the repertoire. The answer to that question lies in the Finale, ‘Neapolitanisches Volksleben’; for Strauss had the misfortune and lack of taste to mistake the frivolous popular ballad ‘Funiculi, Funiculà’, composed by one Denza around the newly constructed railway up the side of Vesuvius, for a genuine Neapolitan folk song. The mistake is doubly irksome because not only is the vulgar ditty intolerably faded today and scarcely endurable, but in accepting it for his purpose he missed the golden opportunity of drawing from one of the finest sources of natural and evergreen folk melody in the world.


However, Denza’s tune was in high vogue in Naples at the time Strauss was there, and, misguided as he may have been, he certainly had no qualms in the matter, for he launched it with all the gusto he could command, including four extra percussion players who have been silent until this moment. When the ‘Volksweise’ has been quoted in full, Strauss gets down to the more serious business of working out a Finale. He does this first of all by bringing in themes from the earlier movements, giving the work a cyclic form scarcely in keeping with its programme. The opening chordal passage of the first movement is declaimed briskly, memories of the cascades of Sorrento haunt the transition section, while the second subject combines two further themes from the first movement (figures [image: ] and [image: alt] from Ex. 20) with a Tarantella figure actually heard and jotted down by Strauss in Sorrento:


Ex. 25
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The movement is in conventional sonata form except for one feature; in the recapitulation the haunting late-comer from the first movement, Ex. 20, is suddenly brought back and is thereafter seldom lost sight of until the bustling coda, a most shrewd and ingenious stroke, which is doubly welcome in view of the relative poverty of the Finale’s thematic material.


Strauss took the sketches he had compiled home to Munich and there during the summer and autumn of 1886 he completed the full score, conducting the first performance himself on 2nd March the following year at a subscription concert in the Munich Odeon. It is difficult to understand today why the occasion created such a lively commotion. This was, however, just the time when feelings were strongest over the rival factions of the traditional and reactionary symphonic composers of the classical ‘absolute’ forms headed by Brahms (though against the wishes of that great figure who had no desire to be the leader of any partisan group), and the avant-garde devotees of the Zukunftsmusik (Music of the Future), with their joint leaders of Liszt and Wagner, and their passionate interest in the literary associations of programmatic music and the music-drama. Munich was a stronghold of the reactionary clique, and until now it had seemed as if its brightest hope for the future, the young Strauss, was going to remain true to tradition. Aus Italien was therefore a considerable shock. The first three movements merely got a poor reception, but after the Finale the uproar was complete, with both lively applause and booing mixed. Strauss could not have been more delighted, and his bewildered father coming round to the artists’ room in great distress found his son sitting on the table swinging his legs in high glee. Nor was this mere mischievousness; in the cool light of the following day he wrote to an uncle: ‘I now comfort myself with the knowledge that I am on the road I want to take, fully conscious that there has never been an artist who was not considered to be crazy by thousands of his fellow men.’ More important to him was the enthusiastic approval he won from Levi and Ritter, not to mention his family, while the most vital matter of all he tackled point-blank by writing to Bülow begging permission to dedicate the Fantasie to him as a small token of his immense gratitude. Bülow replied with equal enthusiasm warmly accepting the dedication, and one can readily imagine Strauss’s relief and pleasure.


5


From August 1886 to the end of July 1889 Strauss accepted the assignment of third conductor in the Munich Court Opera, a position which entailed a considerable amount of routine work, although he was able to use the period to consolidate his position as both composer and conductor by touring Germany, giving performances of his music, and even returning to Italy, where in December 1887 he conducted two highly successful concerts in Milan, including the F minor Symphony. From the standpoint of his creative work these were the most crucial years of his life, for, having broken away from tradition, he now had the difficult task of mastering fully his new-chosen technique. He achieved this aim, incredible as it may seem, in the space of only two works which he completed during this period—Macbeth and Don Juan. But while forging ahead with these new and experimental pieces, Strauss cast one backward glance at the old forms in which he had first learnt to compose. This final fling, so to speak, consisted of a Violin Sonata, his last piece of chamber music before he abandoned the genre for ever. He occupied himself with it during the summer and autumn of 1887, the slow movement as in the F Minor Symphony being the last to reach completion. The work seems to have been slow in progressing, and one wonders whether he found the task less absorbing than he had in the past. At all events it was not until a year later that he wrote home to say that the Andante was finished, the first performance being given almost immediately afterwards, in early October 1888.


With the decisions taken which led to the creation of Aus Italien, an unequal work, but nevertheless a successful step in the new direction, Strauss still felt the need to make his peace with Absolute Music. After all, there seems no logical necessity to abandon the classical forms of chamber music and symphony because of a desire to follow the seemingly infinite possibilities of Programme Music. However, although technically there was no obstacle to the production of dozens of such perfectly competent works, his imagination was not stimulated by form as it now was by literary or other extra-musical ideas. Even so, the Sonata stands as far in advance of the Piano Quartet stylistically, as does the Quartet relative to the still earlier works. The panache of the opening statement:


Ex. 26
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is no longer merely a reflection of Brahms or Schumann. It is recognizably Strauss in its compact form and directness of expression which enable it to be incorporated into the texture in a variety of different ways while suggesting truly symphonic treatment either in Lisztian unison, declamatory phrases, cumulative imitation, or through the tension of ostinato. Moreover, Strauss now had a vastly richer harmonic palette at his fingertips and could construct a well-balanced paragraph out of a single motif, complete with distant modulation and characteristically dramatic plunge back into the tonic, before sweeping into a well-contrasted secondary theme:


Ex. 27
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This melody also forms part of the principal second subject, although it leads into a new and violent figure which supplies a suitable variation of texture. The transition has a further contrasting element in an attractively rippling figure of accompaniment. All these features are exploited in turn in the development which, although by no means uninteresting is inclined to ramble rather than construct organically, and, when in doubt, to fall back on recollections of Brahms’s handling of similar circumstances. The recapitulation is carefully approached and proves as usual to be complete and unvaried, while the coda builds up a huge climax of such operatic style and proportions as would scarcely seem out of place in Elektra or Frau ohne Schatten, which latter it strongly resembles motivically. Indeed the writing for the two instruments is generally beyond the realm of chamber music; the piano part resembles nothing so strongly as a Liszt Piano Concerto, while the violin line, though in no way unviolinistic, rather suggests a full body of strings, or at times some other orchestral colour of solo wind instruments.


It is difficult to imagine the slow movement of a Beethoven or a Brahms violin sonata being played, let alone published, apart from its parent work, and it is perhaps revealing to find the Andante of this Sonata actually entitled in the complete copy “‘Improvisation” aus Rich. Strauss op. 18’, in which form it has from the start enjoyed an independent existence. It is, of course, the epitome of Strauss’s ‘Song without Words’ Andantes, although the sophisticated young man now travels far beyond the Mendelssohnian simplicity which contented him as a boy. The opening, Ex. 28, has the melodic charm of a Schubert song, while the dramatic middle section, Ex. 29, owes something, too, to ‘Erlkönig’, though touched unmistakably by the emerging hand of maturity.


Ex. 28
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Ex. 29
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The surprise in this basically ternery (ABA) movement, and the justification, no doubt, for the title of ‘Improvisation’, lies in the sudden disintegration of the middle section, after a show of considerable passion, into an infinitely delicate lace-work of rapid Chopinesque figures. These gradually work their way round to the tonic and form the background to the restatement of the principal melody Ex. 28. The coda, surprisingly enough, boldly fulfils the association of ideas which has long been haunting the listener by continuing this opening theme in the manner of the Adagio Cantabile of Beethoven’s ‘Pathétique’ Sonata, as if to forestall and disarm critical comment. The movement is enchanting in its way, and certainly fully within the range of a duo in its exquisite handling of the instruments; Strauss was, of course, an accomplished performer on both. Yet it feels contrived rather than inspired, in contrast with its programmatic opposite number in Aus Italien, despite some happy ideas, including further magical examples of the shifting cadences illustrated by Exx. 23 and 24 above.


The last movement is, as so often before, the weakest of the three, though it offers a certain interest in its formal eccentricities. After a slow and sombre Brahmsian Introduction in which the main subject Ex. 30 is gradually formulated, the Allegro bursts in abruptly with considerable sound and fury:


Ex. 30
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After successions of orchestral chords and arpeggiando figures (including a startling quotation from ‘Tristan’) have alternated with Ex. 30, two new and broadly melodic themes are announced, the first of which is always closely associated with Ex. 30, while the second breaks easily into a scherzando figure:


Ex. 31a
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b
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Once Ex. 31 gains the ascendancy the music begins to modulate in earnest, necessarily, since all the themes have so far centred about the tonic key of E flat, thus robbing Ex. 31 of its expected role of second subject.


At this point, despite the unorthodox tonal scheme, some kind of development of the already considerable amount of material seems indicated. Strauss has a surprise in store, however, and an abrupt four-bar shift into C Major introduces a huge melody with a span of nearly two octaves which soars up in both violin and piano alternately, the latter thundering it out while the poor violinist keeps his head above water as best he may by playing rapid arpeggio figures across all four strings. This kind of passage again bears no relationship to true chamber-music style and is a good example of Strauss’s lifelong tendency to conceal lack of inspiration by flamboyance. With the full resources of a vast orchestra or an operatic cast of fine voices this grandiloquence could often be turned to good advantage, while the possibilities of colour or a dramatic situation would, in nine cases out of ten, set his imagination on fire once more. With only a piano and a violin to play with, Strauss could not disguise the emptiness of this sprawling melodic line, for all the fervour with which he directs it to be played:


Ex. 32
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In due course the violin asserts itself and presents Ex. 30 forcibly. Thereupon the development section passes through all the material and a variety of distant keys before a tremendous downward rush on the piano (a feature for which Strauss soon learnt the right use in Macbeth) leads into the recapitulation. But for the first time Strauss cleverly curtails this section by interpolating a brief reference to Ex. 32, after which the first subject, Ex. 30, returns and leads straight to the coda. This final section is, in fact, another surprise, having almost an independent life of its own. It is an extensive movement in [image: ] time, and in the sudden scherzo-like atmosphere Exx. 30(a) and 31b alternate gaily, until an increase of speed presages the vivacious closing flourishes. The freedom of chromatic modulation in the coda is very striking, and it was perhaps with this in mind that Strauss deliberately invented the harmonically static periods in the earlier portions of the movement. If the experiment was not altogether successful, it gives rise to some interesting moments, and there is not the slightest doubt that Strauss learnt materially from his work on the Sonata. For this piece marks the end of the apprentice period of Strauss’s output, apart from some incidental music to Romeo and Juliet, for women’s voices and small orchestra (written for performances of the play in the Munich National theatre in the later autumn of 1887). Four short surviving numbers, three of which are settings of texts not even by Shakespeare, show the music to have been both inconsiderable and uncharacteristic. This was, however, far from the case with the ever-growing volume of songs with which Strauss punctuated his more ambitious projects from boyhood to old age, and which I shall discuss as a whole in a later chapter in Volume II. Thus nothing now separates us from the great series of Tone Poems which forms the first part of Strauss’s important contribution to the contemporary repertoire.




1 A note informs the conductor that the parts are for obvious practical reasons adjusted and that he should beat the measures according to the notation of the first sopranos.
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