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The cover of By the Beautiful Blue Danube, Johann Strauss the Younger’s most popular work.





Introduction


The name of Johann Strauss, and the sound of his music, are synonymous with Vienna. They are Vienna. Johann Strauss the Younger, the Waltz King, may have been dead for over a century, but there is not a night of the week when his music cannot be heard somewhere in Vienna. And wherever in the world it is heard, it is the image of the city of Vienna and of its river the Danube that are instantly conjured up.


So beautiful, melodious and instantly memorable are the pieces he wrote, that you could easily believe that he, his father and brothers – prolific and successful composers all – lived in perfect harmony, both musically and otherwise, and that the city of their birth was as peaceful and content as their music.


The truth was very different. The Strauss family was riven with tension, rivalry and jealousy. The founder of the dynasty, Johann Strauss senior, deserted his family. His three sons worked literally to the point of exhaustion – one killing himself through overwork, another constantly ill with the strain of composing, the third ultimately burning thousands of family manuscripts in a fit of jealousy.


And the Vienna in which they lived? A revolution on the streets brought to the throne an emperor who would lose his only son to suicide and his wife to murder. In the second half of the nineteenth century the once great Habsburg Empire would dwindle in power and influence, dwarfed by the might and militarism of Prussia.


Through it all the Viennese would drink champagne and waltz to the music of the Strauss dynasty, as they hurtled towards the First World War and oblivion.


This book tells the extraordinary story of the most prolific and popular family of composers in musical history, and of the turbulent city in which they lived.
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There is a saying in Vienna: ‘When one eye cries, the other one laughs.’ Another has it that ‘Things are desperate but not serious.’


Vienna is a city of contradictions, as the Viennese themselves know well, and you need look no further than its music to prove it.


The single most famous piece of music to emerge from Vienna, a piece that encapsulates the spirit of the city, that is heard without fail at every Vienna New Year’s Day concert, that from the opening of shimmering violins says ‘This is Vienna’, is named for its river.


I can think of no other great capital city that has a universally known and loved piece of music named for its river. Not the Seine in Paris, the Thames in London, the Tiber in Rome, the Vltava in Prague,1 the Spree in Berlin, the Vistula in Warsaw, the Moskva in Moscow.


But Vienna has ‘By the Beautiful Blue Danube’. And yet every river I have named runs through the centre of its city, except the Danube. The Danube skirts round the city of Vienna. For many hundreds of years the traveller arriving by boat in Vienna had quite an onward journey to reach the centre of the city. It was true when Johann Strauss wrote his famous waltz, and it is true today.


How then did this great city come to be indelibly identified with its river through music, a river that does not even touch it? Just one of the many contradictions of Vienna.


For the explanation behind its wealth of contradictions, take a look at a map of mainland Europe. Vienna sits pretty much at the centre of the landmass. From the earliest times travellers passed through Vienna, from the north, south, east and west, bringing with them their language, customs, ideas and sounds. Inevitably many never left.


“Of all the customs and exotica travellers brought with them, none embedded itself more in the fabric of Vienna than music.”


During the whole of the nineteenth century, fewer than half of those living in Vienna were Viennese by birth. Not many years before Johann Strauss II was born in 1825, a visitor to Vienna wrote:


A feast for the eyes here is the variety of national costumes from different countries … Here you can meet the Hungarian striding swiftly with his close-fitting trousers reaching almost to his ankles and his long pigtail, or the round-headed Pole with his monkish haircut and flowing sleeves … Armenians, Romanians and Moldavians with their half-Oriental costumes … Serbians with their twisted moustaches occupy a whole street – The Greeks in their wide heavy dress can be seen in hordes smoking their long-stemmed pipes in the coffee houses … Bearded Muslims in yellow mules with their broad murderous knives in their belts … Polish Jews all swathed in black, their faces bearded and their hair all twisted in knots … Bohemian peasants with their long boots … Hungarian and Transylvanian wagoners with sheepskin greatcoats, Croats with black tubs balanced on their heads – they all provide entertaining accents in the general throng.


The same visitor wrote that the native languages (‘native’ not ‘foreign’!) of the Austrian empire were German, Latin, French, Italian, Hungarian, Bohemian, Polish, Flemish, Greek, Turkish, Illyrian, Croatian, Slavic, Romanian and Romany.
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View across the Danube towards Vienna.





Of all the customs and exotica travellers brought with them, none embedded itself more in the culture – the very fabric – of Vienna than music.


Here bassoonists and clarinettists are as plentiful as blackberries … no place of refreshment, from the highest to the lowest, is without music … one cannot enter any fashionable house without hearing a duet, or trio, or finale from one of the Italian operas currently the rage … even shopkeepers and cellar-hands whistle arias.


Why might this be? First, and most obviously, because of all the arts music is the most accessible and influential. Foreigners have long played their music in the streets of Vienna, and the Viennese have listened enthralled.2 But there is another, more sinister, reason.


In the dying decade of the eighteenth century, Vienna – capital of the Holy Roman Empire, seat of the Holy Roman Emperor, head of the mighty House of Habsburg – was a city living in an atmosphere of increasing fear and suspicion. Just a few hundred miles to the north-west, a rampaging mob had brought down the French monarchy, leading first the king, then his queen, to the scaffold, and was now in the process of trying to obliterate an entire social class.


No other city in Continental Europe was as class conscious, as socially structured, as Vienna, and no other monarchy as powerful or autocratic as the Habsburgs. If the British monarchy – and people – had at least a narrow but forbiddingly protective stretch of water to safeguard them, then Vienna, its monarchy and its aristocracy, were obvious first targets if the new French rulers decided to export their revolution by means of the French Revolutionary Army under their brilliant young commander Napoleon Bonaparte.


Austria’s iron-willed chancellor, Klemens von Metternich, had the answer. He simply brought the shutters down on Europe’s most vibrant city. A network of spies was created; any activity remotely seditious was immediately reported; people of all classes thought before they spoke, and when they did speak they took great care over what they said. Anything else was simply too dangerous.


Which, in a nutshell, is how Vienna came to be Europe’s capital city of music. If words are not safe, what is? Music. Who can say that a folk band in a tavern, a café, or on a street corner, is fomenting dissent? And so Europe’s musicians flocked to Vienna. A roll-call of composers who lived or worked in Vienna, or merely visited it in the century and a half to 1900, is like a recitation of some of the greatest names in music: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Mendelssohn, Schumann, Wagner, Johann Strauss II, Bruckner, Brahms, Mahler – and they are only the best known.


Yet, of those great names, only two were actually Viennese, born in Vienna. Franz Schubert and Johann Strauss. And of these two, one alone can be said to encapsulate Vienna in his music – the zest, sounds, rhythms, excitement, laughter, gaiety and sadness.


The music of Johann Strauss does not just encapsulate the contradictions of Vienna; it provides an explanation for them and in so doing it supersedes them. The most famous couplet of his best-loved operetta, Die Fledermaus, reads: ‘Happy is he who is able to forget what he cannot change.’3 A more succinct summation of the Viennese character – and indeed for those Viennese not naturally blessed with it one they were able to adopt – is hard to find. To think of Johann Strauss, to listen to his music, is to think of Vienna and hear its sounds.


But it was a long and dangerous journey from the carefree days described by that earlier traveller to the era of Strauss, the waltz and champagne. In between came nearly four decades of fear and tension.


Vienna has always been something of a frontier city. In Metternich’s time it was a pointed joke to say that on the other side of the city’s most easterly tollgate the Orient began. A century and a half later Vienna was the last city in the West before the barbed wire and sentry posts marked the beginning of communist Eastern Europe. Buildings that once looked out over the Hungarian plain, from where the Ottoman army came to besiege Vienna, now looked out over a land whose people were shut off from the West on pain of death.4


Vienna, then, has been well acquainted with danger and intrigue. The decades between the Congress of Vienna in 1814, which attempted to redraw the post-Napoleonic map of Europe, and the revolutions of 1848 that swept away the old order, were to stamp themselves indelibly on the Viennese character. During those long years the city, and its people, turned in on themselves.


The period is known to us as the Biedermeier era, and it introduced a particular word to the lexicon: ‘Gemütlichkeit’, a word that cannot be translated into a single English equivalent. It is a state of mind that is cheerful, happy and unworried, accepting of what life may bring.


A close approximation of the meaning of ‘Gemütlichkeit’ in English would be a sort of comfortableness, cosiness, even amiability. Yet how could such a mood exist in a city of fear? The answer is simple. It existed in the comfort of your own home – and only there.


That is where the name ‘Biedermeier’ comes in. It derived originally from a series of humorous poems depicting a comically naive schoolteacher by the name of Papa Biedermeier. By a series of mutations, the name came to describe the comfort and safety of your own home in a city where talk in a public place was dangerous.


In those tense years the Viennese simply stayed at home, where they knew they would be safe, or visited the homes of close friends and associates. Aristocrats, patrons of the arts, held soirées in their palaces. For the upper classes it was a salon life replete with culture.
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Klemens von Metternich, Austria’s all-powerful chancellor for twenty-seven years.





To a degree this was simply an extension of how it had always been. A generation earlier the young Beethoven had made his name in the salons of the nobility, who were stunned at his extraordinary virtuosity and his ability to improvise on the piano. Franz Schubert entertained friends at home with such regularity that the evenings were known as Schubertiades.


Then, in 1825, Johann Strauss the Younger was born – right in the middle of the Biedermeier era, he grew up under its influence. His music is inseparable from the period.


So how does the Strauss dynasty fit into this rich and complex tapestry? How did the music of a father and his three sons come to encapsulate the spirit of that contradictory city so perfectly?
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On 14 March 1804 a child born in a small tavern on the banks of the Danube in the run-down Viennese suburb of Leopoldstadt was given the name Johann. His father, who managed the tavern, was Franz Strauss. Thanks to this child the name Strauss would forever be linked to music and the Viennese waltz.
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Emperor Franz Josef I dancing the waltz at the annual Viennese Ball.





It was a propitious time for a musician to be born. The Irish tenor Michael Kelly, visiting Vienna twenty years earlier, where he befriended Mozart, spoke of a city where it seemed the whole populace danced. There were dance halls in all the suburbs, and most taverns had a resident band and a space for dancing.


Taking their cue from the victorious revolutionaries in Paris, the stately dances that had been the province of the aristocracy – the minuet, the allemande, the bourrée – were quickly replaced by the stamping and whirling dances that had been familiar in village taverns across southern Germany for generations, the ‘Ländler’.5


With increasing boat travel east along the Danube, across Bavaria and into Austria, it was not long before the bucolic rhythms and sounds reached Europe’s most sophisticated city, Vienna. They were soon taken up by resident bands in the city’s dance halls and taverns, and the common populace delighted in the new entertainment, beer mugs overflowing, feet stamping.


There was a unique feature that set these dances apart from the dances of the nobility. The man and woman faced each other, arms entwined, bodies clasped tightly. In other words they danced as a couple, as opposed to dancing partners facing mostly in the same direction, their hands possibly touching lightly in the air.


In the wake of the French Revolution there was a new feeling of freedom and release among the lower social classes in aristocratic Vienna. It would not last, of course, once Metternich took matters in hand, but in the closing decade of the eighteenth century and the opening decade of the nineteenth, for the first time music, fashion and tastes in general permeated up the social scale rather than down.


They did not survive the transition entirely intact, however. The polished wooden floors of aristocratic salons, so suited to the leather- soled shoes of the aristocracy, might have been the perfect surface on which to dance the minuet, but they were entirely unsuited to the Ländler and the boots and clogs in which they were normally danced.


And so, over a remarkably short period of time, the stomp developed into a slide, the hobnail gave way to leather. The new dance was in three-four time, the man holding the woman close, one hand clasping hers, the other pressing her body to his. Faces could be close, cheeks could touch, lips brush lightly. The waltz was born.6 This was the sound, the rhythm, that young Johann listened to from his earliest years, that he grew up hearing. It was said that as a child he would creep down from his bedroom and hide under tables so he could hear the music and watch the couples dance.


It was as well he had music as a distraction, because his early years were fraught with sadness. When he was just seven years old, his mother died from fever. His father remarried, but five years later his body was found floating in the river that ran swiftly past the tavern he managed. It was never established whether he drowned accidentally or committed suicide.


Johann’s father left a debt-ridden estate and it was no surprise that his stepmother apprenticed the boy months later to a tailor, who very soon passed him on to a bookbinder. The boy, now thirteen, hated this apprenticeship, complaining years later that his whole boyhood stank of glue.


But there was salvation. Exactly how Johann Strauss came into possession of a cheap Bavarian violin made of poor-quality wood is not known. It is possible his new stepfather – by all accounts a kindly man – gave it to him. It is just as likely it was abandoned by an itinerant musician after a night’s drinking. What is certain, however, is that it swiftly became the boy’s most treasured possession.7


He took to it like a duck to water. We know he received violin lessons, though not from whom, and this preoccupation with music ran alongside his bookbinding apprenticeship. At the age of just fifteen, possibly even younger, he landed a place in the highly popular dance orchestra led by violinist and conductor Michael Pamer. This impressed his stepfather enough to allow him to leave the smell of glue behind to pursue a career as musician.8
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Johnann Strauss the Elder, founder of the most popular and prolific musical dynasty in history.





Pamer was an interesting character. Forced to give up the violin because of an injury to his left index finger, he made up for it with monumental intakes of beer – while conducting. Pamer’s showpiece was a number to which he gave the nickname ‘Blessed Memories of Hütteldorf Beer’, pausing to drink a mugful in honour of the memory after each piece. The audience, entering into the game, regularly called for as many as twenty encores, resulting in Pamer collapsing in a heap in front of the orchestra and conducting on his back.


It is surely not too fanciful to imagine a young and impressionable Johann Strauss, sitting in the orchestra and observing closely how extroversion and showmanship can involve an audience more closely in music making, even if this particular example was somewhat extreme.


There was another young member of the violin section in Pamer’s orchestra, three years older than Johann, by the name of Joseph Lanner. The two must have formed a friendship, because it was not long before both had resigned from the orchestra and were working together. Lanner had been the first to leave, setting up his own trio with two friends, soon to be joined by Strauss, the trio becoming a quartet. Johann and Joseph formed a close bond, even sharing lodgings.


These two highly talented violinists soon attracted attention, not least because they were such opposites. ‘Black Schani’ (Strauss) was olive-skinned with dark wavy hair, described by the Viennese in local dialect as ‘peppery’, ‘vibrant’, even ‘sharp-tongued’. ‘Blond Peppi’ (Lanner) by contrast was ‘mild’, ‘smooth’, ‘silken’.


That applied to their music too, because what set these two apart from the many other musicians playing in orchestras and bands was that both began to compose. Lanner, as the older and more experienced, was the more productive of the two. Although – in an uncanny prescience of what would happen a generation later to an as yet unborn Johann Strauss the Younger – the strain of rehearsing, conducting, arranging and composing began to take a toll on Lanner’s health.


Lanner, the driving force in the partnership, had expanded his quartet to a small string orchestra, and when that proved insufficient to handle the ever increasing workload, formed a second orchestra. He appointed his friend and partner, Johann Strauss, as ‘vice-conductor’ of this orchestra.
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Joseph Lanner, close friend and later bitter rival of Johann Strauss the Elder.





It proved to be a mistake – for Lanner. The young Johann Strauss, just turned twenty-one, had found his calling. Suddenly his boundless energy, his hitherto untapped organisational skills, his natural authority, the ability to lead, set him apart. Once Lanner asked him to come up swiftly with a set of waltzes for an event that same evening – he was too unwell to do it himself. Just once and never again. It was a triumph for Strauss.


There was no holding him. He did more than just compose. He arranged pieces by other composers, hired the musicians, and booked venues. But what impressed the ever growing audiences most of all was that Johann Strauss led the orchestra from the violin. This was not unknown in Vienna, or in taverns along the Danube. But usually the violinist would stand in front of a small handful of musicians, his part no more or less important than theirs. Strauss did more than just play or accompany. He led. No one doubted who was in charge, or who took the bows at the end.


The young man developed a certain swagger, as his name began to be talked of around town. It was not long before Strauss realised he had the skills, and the public recognition, to forge a career on his own. The friend and colleague who had given him his break was now superfluous, if not actually a hindrance. He went to Lanner and told him he planned a solo career. Lanner knew full well what he was losing and the discussions, which took place over a number of days, became increasingly heated. Matters reached a head at a concert the two men gave together at a large ballroom by the name of Zum Bock (‘At the Ram’).


In the early hours of the morning, with the concert over and large quantities of alcohol consumed, the two men – so legend has it – came to blows. Instruments were damaged and furniture was smashed. There was no going back. It was a parting of the ways, which Lanner commemorated in his ‘Trennungswalzer’ (‘Separation Waltz’).9


Johann Strauss was on his own. Well, not entirely. In the first place he took fourteen of Lanner’s best musicians with him, which allowed him to put together a serviceable orchestra from the start. Secondly, and of considerably more importance to musical history, he had met a young woman and fallen in love.


Anna Streim was the daughter of the landlord of Zum roten Hahn (‘At the Red Rooster’), a tavern in a suburb of Vienna. Johann wooed and won Anna, and on 11 July 1825 the couple were married. Johann was twenty-one, his bride two years older. Less than four months later, on 25 October 1825, Anna gave birth. The baby was a boy, and he was named after his father. This was the Johann Strauss who would go on to eclipse his father as a musician, and become the best-loved, most prolific, internationally lauded composer that the city of Vienna had ever – or would ever – produce.





 


1 Perhaps the closest, though ‘Vltava’ is the second of six symphonic poems which make up Smetana’s Ma Vlast (‘My Homeland’).


2 It happens to this day. On my last visit to Vienna, just a couple of years ago, I stood in a crowd listening to street musicians playing folk music from the Andes.


3 ‘Glücklich ist wer vergisst, was doch nicht zu ändern ist.’


4 The 1949 film The Third Man perfectly portrays Vienna, the frontier city.


5 ‘Of the country’, or ‘rural’.


6 From the verb ‘walzen’, ‘to turn’.


7 I would like to believe the story that when the tone of the fiddle was too dry and thin, Johann would pour beer into it to give a more moist, and consequently sentimental, tone.


8 It’s possible he actually played viola in the orchestra, which would be even more impressive.


9 There is no documentary evidence of the fracas, but why should there be? Certainly it was the talk of Vienna within a very short time, and even if an element of exaggeration has crept in, there is no doubt the two young men parted acrimoniously.
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One of Vienna’s opulent coffee houses that sprang up in the nineteenth century; many of them remain unchanged to this day.








 


If Vienna was Europe’s capital city of music, it was also – and still is – the European capital of the café. It is possible there was a café in Oxford, or Venice, earlier than in Vienna, but it was in the Habsburg capital that the café or coffee house firmly took root and became a way of life. The reason for this is not hard to find. The Habsburg empire traded closely with the Ottoman empire, and the coffee bean so prevalent in Istanbul quickly made its way to Vienna, where it was in abundant supply. Cafés soon proliferated in the city and became the favoured places to meet, gossip and listen to local bands.


But there is a much more interesting and engaging explanation of how Vienna came to be the café capital of Europe, and it is one known to the Viennese today, and certainly to most Viennese of earlier centuries, in particular to musicians for whom the café, and later the dance hall, were to provide so many new venues for their work. It is, of course, a legend, and as such has become embroidered over the passage of time, but a legend becomes so only because it is based on truth, and this one has more than a ring of truth about it.


Every legend has a hero, and the name of this one is Georg Franz Kolschitzky.10 A Polish street trader, Kolschitzky had spent some years travelling and trading in Turkey and so became fluent in Turkish and familiar with Turkish customs and traditions. At one time he had served as translator in the Turkish army. He was therefore the right man in the right place when the Turks, for the second time in a century and a half, sent a huge army west with the aim of conquering Europe and destroying Christendom. The Crusades in reverse, as it were. After the first failed attempt under Suleiman the Magnificent, when the siege was broken by the Viennese, a massive defensive wall – the Bastei – had been built around the city with the explicit aim of keeping out any later attempt.


Now, in 1683, that wall threatened to prove more of a hindrance than a help. An army of 300,000 Turks simply set up camp outside it, prevented any movement of supplies through its ten gates, and waited for the Viennese, holed up inside, to surrender before they starved. The Glacis, the expanse of green that lay beyond the wall, bristled with tents, and the air was filled with smoke and the exotic aromas of Levantine spices.


The commander of the meagre forces inside the city wall, Count Starhemberg, was aware that help, of a kind, was at hand. The Duke of Lorraine was camped on the other side of the Danube with a force of just 33,000 men – no match for the Turks. But King Jan Sobieski of Poland had left Warsaw and was gathering forces as he marched south-west to Vienna. If and when Sobieski and Lorraine could join forces, there was the faint hope that the Turks could be defeated and the siege lifted.


The situation inside the city wall was becoming desperate. Star-hemberg knew time was short and it was imperative to get word out to Lorraine of just how serious things were, and how quickly help was needed. Several times he dispatched envoys with orders to get through enemy lines, only to see their bodies hanging outside the city wall days later as a warning and deterrent.


Enter the man who could speak fluent Turkish, understood Turkish ways, and could – with a measure of good fortune – pass himself off as one of the enemy. Could Kolschitzky succeed where others had failed?


On 13 August he left the city and walked through the Turkish encampment, passing himself off as a trader from Belgrade. So successful was he that at one point he was captured by locals in the little village of Kahlenberg and only managed to persuade them he was not one of the enemy by speaking to them in a Viennese dialect no one who was not Viennese could possibly know.


Kolschitzky reached Lorraine safely. A rocket was fired off to signify this, and a rocket was fired from the roof of St Stephen’s Cathedral in the city in acknowledgement. Kolschitzky apprised Lorraine of the dire situation inside the city wall and the desperate need for action. Lorraine dispatched couriers to Sobieski and other European leaders, urging them to send forces to Vienna at maximum speed, warning that otherwise Vienna would be lost, leaving Europe at the mercy of the Muslim horde.
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Georg Franz Kolschitzky, saviour of Vienna and founder of the Viennese café.





His task complete, Kolschitzky made the dangerous return journey to the besieged city. He came even closer to having his cover blown on this return trip, he later said, and had to call on every ounce of skill and deception that he possessed. Against all the odds he arrived safely back in Vienna on 17 August.


Less than a month later a large relief force made up of Poles, Germans, Austrians and several other European nationalities gathered on the summit of Mount Kahlenberg, at the extreme eastern end of the Vienna woods, overlooking the city. At midnight on 11 September the troops were blessed in an outdoor mass, and at dawn on the 12th, led by the Polish king, they charged down the hillside straight into the Turkish camp.


A defensive line of Turkish trenches to the north-west of the city was quickly overwhelmed,11 and after a fierce but one-sided battle the Turks were routed. They fled in disarray, unable even to dismantle their tents or pack up goods and equipment. It was the last attempt by a Turkish army to invade Europe.


King Jan Sobieski of Poland became an instant hero across Eu-rope, to this day revered by Poles who will tell you that their king saved Christendom and that had it not been for him Europe would now be Muslim. Kolschitzky became an instant hero in Vienna and a grateful Emperor Leopold asked him to choose a reward from the bounty the Turks had left behind.


And what exactly had the Turks left behind? The inventory included 25,000 tents, 10,000 oxen, 5,000 camels, 100,000 bushels of grain, a huge quantity of gold, and hundreds of sacks filled with green beans that no one in Vienna had seen before or knew what use to make of them. No one except Kolschitzky, who from his time in Istanbul knew instantly that they were coffee beans. He asked the emperor for the sacks and their contents, and permission to open an establishment serving the drink he would make from the beans, known as coffee. The emperor was only too pleased to oblige.


Thus Vienna acquired its first coffee house, or café, and the Viennese first fell in love with the drink that would come to epitomise them. Well, not quite that easily. For, as the legend goes, the drink that Kolschitzky first brewed was much too bitter for Viennese tastes and it failed to catch on.


Then someone suggested to Kolschitzky that he should add milk. This improved matters considerably, but still he failed to make a success of the venture. Another suggestion: why don’t you use cream instead of milk, and whip it?


The rest, as they say, is history. Now it might well be that these last few details have accrued something in the telling, but the fact remains that to this day there is a street in Vienna named after Georg Franz Kolschitzky, the Kolschitzkygasse, and on the corner of it, on the first floor, is a statue of Kolschitzky in Turkish garb, holding a tray with coffee cups, erected by a grateful Coffee Makers Guild of Vienna.


To say that Kolschitzky started something is an understatement. Cafés proliferated across the city. By the 1830s there were eighty coffee houses in the city centre, and at least fifty more in the suburbs. This coincided with an equally extensive proliferation of dance halls in Vienna. As a new century dawned there were the beginnings of mechanical industry that within a few decades would revolutionise people’s lives. There was more wealth than ever before, and with it the Viennese demanded more entertainment, more opportunity for relaxation.


That meant music, and music meant dancing. Coffee houses became ever more numerous, and dance halls – taking their cue from Paris – became more and more luxurious. Elaborate chandeliers hung from the ceiling, a thousand wax candles glittering in them. In the centre of one hall, the Apollo Palace, sat an immense rock from which springs flowed out in tumbling cascades, down into large tanks filled with live fish.


But the most sensational import from the French capital was wooden parquet flooring, never before seen in Vienna. What could be better for the new dance that was swiftly becoming a craze? The waltz was taking hold in Vienna at just the time the young Johann Strauss I was weighing up the possibilities of a solo career. The style and rhythms of the music came naturally to him. He played it and he wrote it, and the Viennese delighted in it.




[image: Illustration]


Monument to Kolschitzky in Vienna, sculpted by Emanuel Pendl, showing him serving coffee, on the corner of the street named after him.





In a remarkable confluence of increased sophistication, public taste, a desire for change, and the move into a new century, the waltz took hold in Vienna, never to leave it. It could not have been a better moment for a certain young musician to strike out on his own, form his own orchestra, experiment with his own compositions, see if he could make a name for himself.


Johann Strauss the Elder was on his way.
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But things were not easy. Johann Strauss had a growing family, mouths to feed. A second son, Josef, was born less than two years after Johann junior, followed by two girls, Anna and Therese, again at two-yearly intervals. A fifth child lived only ten months, and in March 1835 the couple’s sixth and last child, Eduard, was born. A growing family necessitated more living space and they moved house four times in under ten years, each time to more expensive accommodation.


It meant Johann senior had to work hard, and this he certainly did. Compositions poured from him. By the time of his first real success, the ‘Sperls Fest-Walzer’, a piece he composed to celebrate his debut at Vienna’s newest and most prestigious dance hall, the Sperl, he had already composed nearly thirty pieces, not just waltzes but gallops as well.


As his fame grew, musicians clamoured to work with him, and he was impressing some rather big names in the world of music. Writing with characteristic hyperbole, a certain Richard Wagner, who visited Vienna in the summer of 1832, said:


I shall never forget the extraordinary playing of Johann Strauss, who … made the audience almost frantic with delight. At the beginning of a new waltz this demon of the Viennese musical spirit shook like a Pythian princess on the tripod, and veritable groans of ecstasy which, without doubt, were more due to his music than to the drinks in which the audience had indulged, raised their worship for the magic violinist to almost bewildering heights of frenzy.
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Strauss’s house on Lerchenfelder Strasse, where Johann Strauss the Younger was born.





Strauss had learned well from the flamboyance of Michael Pamer. Frédéric Chopin too, then only twenty-one, noted a year earlier that ‘Lanner, Strauss and their waltzes obscure everything’.


But Johann Strauss was soon to leave Lanner far behind, as word of the magic that this remarkable young musician seemed to instil in audiences, and the flamboyance with which he led his orchestra from the violin – ‘His own limbs no longer belong to him when the desert storm of his waltz is let loose, his fiddle bow dances with his arms, the melody waves champagne glasses in his face,’ wrote one reveller after an evening at the Sperl – spread beyond his home city of Vienna.


It was not long before Johann Strauss and his orchestra took to the road. A short trip down the Danube led to a sparkling performance in Pest – ‘Herr Strauss triumphed … with the first stroke of his bow’ – and after several more months of concerts and balls in Vienna, Strauss received an extraordinary invitation to travel with his orchestra to Berlin.


Berlin, capital of Prussia, formal, correct, proper, militaristic, as far removed from the easy-going culture of Vienna several hundred miles to the south as it was possible to be. But this was no ordinary invitation. Strauss found himself performing before the King of Prussia at his court, and his highly distinguished guests the Tsar and Empress of Russia.


“Everywhere they played the audience seemed to relish a feeling of liberation, as if they were at last given permission to get up and dance.”


So enthralled were the royal personages that the king rewarded Strauss handsomely with a fee so large it was packed in a satchel, and the tsar presented him with a golden snuffbox. A normally sober-minded and restrained Berlin newspaper critic wrote, ‘Look at little Strauss. He has turned all our good citizens into Viennese.’ Another was so overwhelmed that he seemed to lose control of his critical faculties:


I am so happy, so joyful, so glad that I want to kiss the heavens with their stars; so recklessly, deliriously happy that I want to embrace the whole world and press it to my heart! And why? Because I have heard him! I have heard Johann Strauss!


On the return journey to Vienna, Strauss and his orchestra performed in Leipzig, Dresden and Prague. Months later they left on another tour – a three-month trip through southern Germany, performing forty concerts in nineteen different towns. The following year saw their most extensive and ambitious tour to date. It lasted almost four months and took them back to Prague and Leipzig, then to Hanover and Hamburg, from there to Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Düsseldorf, Cologne and Brussels, and finally back to Vienna to arrive the day before New Year’s Eve, 1835.


Everywhere the orchestra played the audience seemed to relish a feeling of liberation, as if they had at last been given permission to get up and dance, to smile and laugh, sing and shout, drink and dance their troubles away. Johann Strauss had struck a chord, literally.


As well as the unique sight – certainly outside Vienna – of seeing Strauss leading from the violin, swaying in time to the music, his waving bow a thousand times more expressive than a conductor’s baton, there was something else that set Johann Strauss apart. He would frequently mark a visit to a town or city by composing a new piece in its honour, and performing it before a suitably flattered audience.


For that first visit to Pest, he composed ‘Emlek Pestre – Erinnerung an Pesth’ (‘Memory of Pest’), and for Berlin ‘Erinnerung an Berlin’ (‘Memory of Berlin’). By the time he returned to Vienna at the end of 1835 he had composed more than eighty pieces; more than eighty opus numbers to his name. Vienna had not seen anything like it. Johann Strauss, barely turned thirty years of age, was a phenomenon.


But his new-found fame was coming at a price. On his return from Pest – and that was before Berlin and the other towns and cities – Strauss wrote to his doctor, ‘My left arm is very strained, which I attribute to my playing the violin, which hurts me.’ Not a good omen for the future. There was another problem too, and one he could do nothing about. Despite the extraordinary reviews and seemingly ubiquitous adulation, Strauss’s music was not meeting with universal approval. In certain sectors of Protestant northern Germany there was open hostility towards the waltz, which was, in the eyes of these strict moralists, an infestation from the Catholic south.


The dance was condemned as ‘an incitement to sinful passion’, and decried as ‘demoralising and lewd’. Protestant zealots recruited the medical profession to their side and published a treatise entitled Proof That the Waltz is a Main Cause of the Weakness of Body and Mind of Our Generation.12 They could point to actual harm caused by the waltz. Some dancers had fainted due to over-exertion and there had even been reports of deaths. These sad occurrences had affected men more than women, a sure sign – as the opposition were careful to avoid saying – of enjoyment and indulgence taken to extreme.


These were not just a small number of disaffected Protestants preaching to deaf ears. In some towns they succeeded in having their opposition to the waltz enshrined in law on the grounds that it was inimical to health. In others, including cities as important as Magdeburg and Frankfurt, police edicts were issued against the ‘improper and horrible turning of women by men’, particularly if done in such a manner as ‘to make skirts fly up and reveal too much’.


Disaffection with the waltz, though, could not last. It was impossible to withstand the avalanche of popularity and enthusiasm that swept not just Austria and Germany but beyond their borders and across Europe. Johann Strauss and his orchestra were growing more popular internationally by the day, and the name of Johann Strauss was fast becoming the best-loved musical name in Europe. What could possibly go wrong? The answer is a lot. Nothing to do with music. It was much nearer home than that, and it was to have a profound effect on the Strausses of the next generation.





 


10 Variously Kolschitzky, Koltschitzki, Kulczycki.


11 On the site today stands a large park called the Türkenschanzpark, ‘Turkish trench park’.


12 Beweis, dass der Walzer eine Hauptquelle der Schwäche des Körpers und des Geistes unserer Generation sey.
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Life ‘on the road’ held many attractions for Johann Strauss I, not least the perfect justification to absent himself from a naturally disorganised household with five children ranging, at the end of 1835, from ten years of age to twelve months.


There were also all the temptations open to a young, highly attractive man, spending every night away from home. I have already noted Strauss’s unusual complexion, compared to the typically blond Viennese Joseph Lanner. Strauss’s paternal grandparents were both Jewish, and he had inherited their dark complexion.13 He had lustrous black wavy hair and there are numerous descriptions of his sparkling eyes, dazzling good looks and magnetic personality.


There was no shortage of female admirers at his concerts, and Strauss was not reluctant to benefit from what was on offer. There is no doubt word got back to Anna in Vienna, and she seems to have accepted his transgressions as a price to be paid for a successful and lucrative career, which had allowed the family to move into a spacious and elegant house in a smart area of the city. That changed, though, when Anna received information that suggested that one liaison had become rather more permanent than the others, that Johann in fact had a mistress, not in some distant town, but in Vienna itself.


Emilie Sophia Anna Trampusch14 was, by all accounts, an attractive and charming young woman who worked as a milliner. Ten years younger than Strauss, she lived in a small apartment in Kumpfgasse, close to St Stephen’s Cathedral in the centre of the city. The Strausses’ house was across the Danube canal in Taborstrasse, which ran alongside the leafy and green Augarten park, a carriage ride of not more than ten or fifteen minutes from St Stephen’s.


“There was no shortage of female admirers at his concerts, and Strauss was not reluctant to benefit from what was on offer.”


It is probable the liaison began before Strauss left on that first tour. But what Anna was totally unprepared for was the news that reached her just two months after her youngest child, Eduard, was born. Emilie had borne Strauss an illegitimate daughter, and he was openly and brazenly admitting he was the father.


Far from being repentant, he continued the relationship, and exactly one year and ten days later Emilie gave birth again, this time to a son. He was christened Johann Wilhelm. Anna now had to contend not only with the fact that her husband had a second family, but that the eldest son was named Johann, just as her eldest son was.

OEBPS/images/f0023-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/ch1.png
(E'/%(l/ﬁfw @/?(/
CITY OF DREAMS

b}







OEBPS/images/title.png
CLASSICfM

THE LAST WALTZ

THE STRAUSS DYNASTY
AND VIENNA

JOHN SUCHET

©®





OEBPS/images/f0viii-01.png
186,
Prissn

u 4 HandenPr: M. 250 zu 2 Handen Pr M.2. _
fir2 ViolinenPr M1 Eigentum denVerleger.  Propriéts des. m...r; fiir Piano u Singst.PrM.2.
Lt ettt dugns e w U2 Singst.Pr, 2.
o st ,.,s_.,m
AleVenielBligus Amangernent und Affitrungsecie rbebehen
Bruxelles,A.Cranz. London,Cranz &C?
Leipzig, Aug.Cranz,ambH.

R TR o






OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0008-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/commonr.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0004-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
CLASSleM

JOHN SUCHET

b

THE STRAUSS DYNASTY
AND VIENNA





OEBPS/images/ch2.png
: Chapter e
* U\t CULTURE






OEBPS/images/ch3.png
(E%(y)fe/’ s;%;()(*
CONQUERING PARIS

b}





