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METAMORPHOSEN
For Richard Strauss, composing was as natural as living and breathing. His 
father, Franz Joseph, was principal French horn at the Bavarian Court Opera 
and a particular favourite (musically, at least) of Richard Wagner – although 
he detested both ‘the Master’ and his music. He nevertheless played in the 
premieres of four major Wagner operas, including the first two instalments 
of the Ring Cycle (Das Rheingold and Die Walküre). Although Franz was 
not the easiest of men, money was never a problem at home and music was 
everywhere, enabling the young Strauss to develop his almost supernatural talent 
in an entirely natural way. In this respect, his early development was closer to 
the wunderkind Mendelssohn’s than the ceaseless international parading of 
talent that Strauss’s beloved Mozart had to endure. 

Although he had piano and violin lessons from an early age, Strauss never 
became an instrumental virtuoso – his true destiny lay as a conductor and, most 
especially, a composer. Aged just six, he was busy sketching simple piano 
pieces and songs, so that by the time he began formal lessons with Friedrich 
Wilhelm Meyer some five years later, he could already boast a bulging portfolio 
of 35 opera. Meyer was musically conservative by nature, so it was to the 
established classics of Haydn, Schubert, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Schumann 
and (especially) Mozart that Strauss’s attention was initially directed rather than 
the cutting-edge ‘new music’ of Berlioz, Liszt and Wagner. 
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It is hardly surprising, therefore, that one of Strauss’s first extended works, 
the Serenade for wind instruments of 1881, mirrors Mozart’s great K. 361 
Serenade in its scoring for thirteen players – in Strauss’s case two flutes, two 
oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, one contrabassoon and four horns. Nor 
that it was dedicated in sincere appreciation to his childhood mentor, Friedrich 
Meyer. Cast in one movement with a gently flowing introduction, the Serenade 
radiates Mozartian bonhomie and is for the most part on its Classical best 
behaviour. Careful listening, however, reveals tiny details – an internal passing 
note here, a dash of harmonic-melodic luxuriance there – that provide tantalizing 
glimpses of the composer to come. Strauss’s exquisite chamber scoring also 
reminds us that behind the testosterone-fuelled opening of Don Juan (incredibly, 
just a mere six years away) lay a master of the intimate musical gesture. 

By his late teens, Strauss was well established as Germany’s leading 
young composer, while appointments at Meiningen, Munich and Weimar 
saw him hone his conducting skills. He made the minimum of gestures when 
conducting – such was his podium presence that a mere flick of the wrist was 
enough to inspire the most hair-raising of fortissimos. As for the left hand, Strauss 
considered its rightful place in ‘the waistcoat pocket from which it should only 
emerge to restrain or to make some minor gesture for which in any case a 
scarcely perceptible glance should suffice.’ His ten ‘golden rules’ for budding 
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young conductors contain such gems as ‘never look at the trombones – it only 
encourages them...if you can hear them at all, they are too loud’ and ‘when you 
think you have reached the limits of prestissimo, double the pace!’.

Between the early Serenade and the two works from his 1940s 
‘Indian summer’ which also feature on this recording, Strauss (like his great 
contemporary, Gustav Mahler, of whom he was a fervent admirer) sustained 
twin careers as an internationally acclaimed conductor and composer. He leapt 
to the attention of concert-goers during the 1880s with the first in a series of 
swashbuckling tone poems that took corporate orchestral virtuosity to previously 
unimagined levels of instrumental delirium. Starting out with Aus Italien (1887), 
Don Juan (1889), Tod und Verklärung (‘Death and Transfiguration’,1890) and 
Macbeth (1890), this remarkable run continued with Till Eulenspiegels lustige 
Streiche (‘Till Eulenspiegel’s Merry Pranks’, 1895), Also sprach Zarathustra (‘Thus 
Spake Zarathustra’, 1896), Don Quixote and the the semi-autobiographical 
Ein Heldenleben (‘A Hero’s Life’, both 1898), the blatantly autobiographical 
Symphonia domestica (1903) and the genre’s crowning summit, the glorious 
Alpensinfonie (‘Alpine Symphony’) of 1915.
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No less all-embracing was Strauss’s love affair with the human voice, as is 
evidenced by his more than 200 radiant song settings (many of them composed 
at Schubertian speed) alongside some of the most ravishingly inspired operatic 
scores of the last century. These may never have been written had it not been 
for his marriage in 1894 to operatic soprano Pauline Maria de Ahna, the 
iron-willed daughter of a Wagner-loving general. Renowned for her ebullient 
personality and fiery temper (as well as her sumptuously beautiful voice), she 
became his emotional rock and inspiration for the remainder of his long life, 
passing away just eight months after him. 

By the turn of the twentieth century, Strauss had begun sensing, almost as 
powerfully as his younger contemporary Arnold Schoenberg, that the days 
of the traditional tonal system of related keys might be numbered. In Elektra 
(1905) and Salome (1908) he took graphic realism to new levels, revelling in 
the former’s claustrophobic intensity and the latter’s salacious moments of human 
degradation. Standing at the edge of a tonal precipice, Strauss appears to  
have lost his nerve at the last minute and retreated instead into the tonal after-
glow of his nostalgic operatic tribute to Habsburg Vienna, Der Rosenkavalier 
(‘The Knight of the Rose’, 1910). Aged 45, with the musical world at his feet, 
Strauss, alongside his trusty librettist Hugo von Hofmannsthal, set himself on 
a course that would see him focus his attention on a series of 10 elegantly 
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sophisticated operas over the following 30 years, including Die Frau ohne 
Schatten (‘The Woman Without a Shadow’, 1918) and such iridescent gems as 
Intermezzo (1923), Arabella (1927), Daphne (1937) and Capriccio (1941).

Strauss stayed in Germany throughout the Second World War, his refusal 
at one point to give shelter to evacuees earning him a political black mark. He 
never joined the Nazi party and had as little to do with politics as possible – his 
one official position as president of Hitler’s Reichsmusikklammer (‘State Music 
Bureau’) was forced on him in 1933 by Goebbels without consultation. His 
main reason for clicking his heels on that occasion was to protect his Jewish 
daughter-in-law (whom at one point was placed under house arrest) and 
grandchildren from incarceration. Without his intervention they would almost 
certainly have been sent to concentration camps, a fate that even he could not 
prevent from befalling his Jewish daughter-in-law and her children, despite his 
travelling personally to Theresienstadt to secure their release. When a letter 
openly critical of official Nazi policy towards the Jews – ‘I recognize only 
two types of people: those who have talent and those who have none’ – was 
intercepted by the Gestapo in 1935, Strauss was dismissed from his post.



10

Strauss meanwhile delighted in being a musical thorn in the regime. 
Although it had been officially banned, he continued to conduct the music of 
Debussy, Mahler, Mendelssohn and others of ‘questionable’ racial background. 
In 1935 he premiered his latest opera Die schweigsame Frau (‘The Silent 
Woman’) to great acclaim, but the Nazis had it banned after only three 
performances as the librettist Stefan Zweig (a close friend of Strauss) was of 
Jewish extraction. The timing of his next opera Friedenstag (‘Peace Day’), 
a Fidelio-like prayer for justice and peace set during the Thirty Years War, 
appeared just as the Nazis were preparing to annex Austria. Its timing could 
hardly have been more inappropriate and it too was banned. 

With much of Germany’s unique cultural heritage reduced to smouldering 
rubble, and the opera houses of Berlin, Dresden and Munich, which had been 
home to some of his greatest triumphs, lying in ruins, Strauss felt both personally 
and artistically dislocated from the post-war era. Yet just as it seemed as though 
his creative flame might be extinguished, his musical floodgates reopened, 
resulting in a handful of poignantly nostalgic masterworks, including the 
Symphony for wind instruments, Oboe Concerto, the Vier Letzte Lieder (‘Four 
Last Songs’) and Metamorphosen for 23 solo strings (ten violins, five violas, five 
cellos and three double basses).
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Composed in response to a commission from Paul Sacher, who conducted 
the Zurich premiere on 25 January 1946, Strauss poured out some of his most 
heartfelt inspiration in a 25-minute string masterpiece written as an elegy in the 
wake of Germany’s destruction – he tellingly signed the score ‘In Memoriam’. 
It seems that the work’s distinctive title not only evokes the profound political 
and social changes that had occurred during the previous decade, but also 
Strauss’s passion for reading the works of Goethe, most especially his poems 
The Metamorphosis of Plants and The Metamorphosis of Animals. Interestingly, 
Strauss chose not to cast his various ideas in the form of an organic series of 
interrelated motifs (as the title might have suggested), but employs tried and tested 
sonata procedures in which contrasted ideas ultimately achieve a sense of unity.

Cast as a tripartite Adagio – Agitato – Adagio, the music’s subtext is 
made clear not only by Strauss’s stylistic homages to Wagner’s apocalyptic 
Götterdämmerung and enraptured Siegfried Idyll, but also when towards the 
end the double basses hint at the Funeral March from Beethoven’s ‘Eroica’ 
Symphony as an ominous counterpoint to the main theme. As a footnote to 
this profoundly moving score, Strauss confided to his diary: ‘At last the most 
terrible period of human history is at an end, the twelve-year reign of bestiality, 
ignorance and anti-culture under the greatest criminals, during which Germany’s 
2,000 years of cultural evolution met its doom.’
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The end was in sight, yet Strauss’s creative urge continued to inspire 
unexpected delights, including a pair of sonatinas for wind instruments, the 
first of which he subtitled ‘From an Invalid’s Workshop’ as much of it was 
composed during a particularly nasty bout of influenza. At first it appeared 
this delightful score would be his swansong to a section of the orchestra he 
had long cherished – nowhere more memorably than in his spiky portrayal of 
carping critics in Ein Heldenleben. Yet despite insisting that much of his late 
music should be kept from the public’s gaze until after his death, during the early 
summer of 1945 he returned to work on a second sonatina, greatly expanding 
its scale and as a humorous reference to its predecessor referred to it as ‘The 
Happy Workshop’. The title ‘symphony’ was added especially for the work’s first 
publication following the composer’s death. 

The earliest music in the ‘symphony’ dates back to January 1944 when 
Strauss completed what was originally intended as a stand-alone movement 
entitled Introduction and Allegro, carrying the memorable dedication to Den 
Mannen des gottlichen Mozart am Ende eines dankfüllten Lebens (‘The spirit 
of the Divine Mozart at the end of a life full of thanks’). This became the 
symphony’s finale, while another movement that emerged two months later 
became the first. It was during June 1945 that Strauss added the two central 
movements, including the delightful minuet. The enhanced scope of the work is 



13

reflected in its expanded scoring for 16 instruments, which adds a third clarinet, 
basset horn and bass clarinet to the Serenade’s line-up.

In his later years, with a lifetime’s achievements behind him, Strauss became 
humorously self-deprecating about his position in music’s hall of fame. During 
a rehearsal in London’s Royal Albert Hall, the young conductor Norman del 
Mar overheard him calling out in mid-rehearsal: ‘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!’ The autobiographical 
nature of much of Strauss’s music attained a special poignancy right at the end 
of his life when during early September 1949, as he lay peacefully in bed, he 
remarked that ‘dying is just as I composed it in Tod und Verklärung.’ 

© Julian Haylock, 2017
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ALDEBURGH STRINGS 
ALDEBURGH WINDS 
The Aldeburgh Strings and Aldeburgh Winds ensembles are a product of the 
Britten–Pears Young Artist Programme which was founded over 40 years ago 
by Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears, in order to provide high-level performance 
training for the world’s best emerging professional musicians. This legacy still 
lives on today in the shape of residential courses and masterclasses which take 
place throughout the year in the beautiful surroundings of the Suffolk coast where 
Britten lived and worked. Young artists benefit from an exceptional campus of 
performance spaces and studios which has grown around the world-famous 
Snape Maltings Concert Hall, home of the Aldeburgh Festival. The Britten–Pears 
Young Artist Programme hosts some of the world’s finest performers and teachers 
who lead intensive projects which culminate in high-profile performances  
and recordings.

Since its inception in 2010 Aldeburgh Strings has met for intensive 
residential courses during which it has explored core chamber repertoire 
alongside leading artists and tutors, including director Markus Däunert. These 
tutors are drawn from some of the world’s finest orchestras – such as the Berlin 
Philhamonic, Leipzig Gewandhaus, Mahler Chamber Orchestra, Philharmonia 
and Scottish Chamber Orchestra – and direct the ensemble sections from within, 
in an inspiring dual role of mentor and performer. As well as Britten’s music, 
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the ensemble has performed core repertoire by Tchaikovsky, Richard Strauss, 
Shostakovich, Elgar, Vaughan-Williams and Bartók as well as John Woolrich’s 
Capriccio for violin and strings. 

The Aldeburgh Winds ensemble was inspired by Aldeburgh Strings and 
was formed in 2015 for a week-long residency and performance at Snape 
Maltings Concert Hall. The ensemble was directed by oboist and conductor, 
Nicholas Daniel with the tutorage of Richard Watkins, former principal horn of 
the Philharmonia, and Richard Hosford, principal clarinet of the BBC Symphony 
Orchestra and Chamber Orchestra of Europe. Aldeburgh Winds is made up 
of musicians from eight different countries, all of whom are alumni or current 
members of the Britten–Pears Orchestra. During this residency, the ensemble 
recorded and performed a selection of wind ensemble repertoire by Richard 
Strauss, Stravinsky and Britten.
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ALDEBURGH WINDS
Nicholas Daniel director
Richard Watkins brass tutor
Richard Hosford wind tutor

FLUTE
Bronte Hudnott
Bethany Tempest
Becky Wang

OBOE
Camila Del Pozo
Michael McGowan

COR ANGLAIS
Catherine Cantrell

C CLARINET
Matthew Scott

Bb CLARINET
Oliver Pashley
Georgina Oakes

BASSET HORN
William Knight

BASS CLARINET
Csaba Palfi

BASSOON
Charlotte Cox
Todd Gibson Cornish

CONTRABASSOON
Jamie Louise White

HORN
Francisco Gomez Ruiz
Elliot Seidman
Alexei Watkins
Dewi Jones

TRUMPET
Bruno Lourensetto
Tom Freeman-Attwood
Henrietta Wake
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TENOR TROMBONE
Antonio Jimenez Marin
Dominic Hales

BASS TROMBONE
Alex Kelly

ALDEBURGH STRINGS 

VIOLIN
Markus Däunert director
Michael Brooks Reid
Rieho Yu
Mariam Machaidze
Francesca Dardani
Maggie Gould
Laura Colgate
Marcus Scholtes
Peter Clark
Samuel Da Silva Dias

VIOLA
Danusha Waskiewicz
Jeremy Bauman
Julia Clancy 
Tze-Ying Wu
Valentina Shohdy

CELLO
Elena Cheah
Julia Yang
Caleb van der Swaagh
Svetlana Mochalova
Abel Selaocoe

DOUBLE BASS
Waldemar Schwiertz
Yanni Burton
Toby Hughes
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NICHOLAS DANIEL 
Nicholas Daniel’s long and distinguished career began when, at the age of 18, 
he won the BBC Young Musician of the Year Competition. As one of the UK’s  
most distinguished soloists, he has become an important ambassador for music 
in many different fields. In recognition of this, he was awarded the prestigious 
Queen’s Medal for Music.  

Daniel has been a concerto soloist with many of the world’s leading orchestras, 
working under conductors such as Edward Gardner, Sakari Oramo, Roger Norrington, 
Jiri Belohlavek, Mark Wigglesworth, James MacMillan and Mark Elder. In addition 
to his experience in Baroque music, he has premiered works by composers including 
Harrison Birtwistle, Henri Dutilleux, Thea Musgrave, John Tavener, James MacMillan 
and Michael Tippett. His recording of oboe concertos by Vaughan Williams and 
MacMillan was awarded the BBC Music Magazine Premiere Award in 2016.

He is oboist with Britten Sinfonia and Artistic Director of the Leicester International 
Festival. He made his conducting debut at the 2004 BBC Proms with Britten Sinfonia. 
He has conducted many projects with the orchestra over 20 years, including many 
new works, and recently conducted orchestras in Finland and Norway. An active 
chamber musician, Daniel is a founder member of the Haffner Wind Ensemble and 
the Britten Oboe Quartet, whose debut disc is released on the Harmonia Mundi label. 

www.nicholasdaniel.co.uk
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MARKUS DÄUNERT 
Markus Däunert is highly regarded as a director, guest leader, soloist and chamber 
musician. From 1997–2005 he co-led the Mahler Chamber Orchestra, with which 
he also appeared as soloist, under conductors such as Claudio Abbado, Daniel 
Harding, Iván Fischer, Kurt Masur, Bernhard Haitink, Trevor Pinnock and Philippe 
Herreweghe. He has been guest leader with orchestras such as Scottish Chamber 
Orchestra, Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra and Ensemble Modern. Däunert is a 
frequent guest with the Berliner Philharmoniker. Däunert is founding member of the 
Mahler Chamber Orchestra, Lucerne Festival Orchestra and Aldeburgh Strings.

As a chamber musician, soloist and teacher he has been regularly invited to 
Schleswig Holstein Musik Festival, Aldeburgh Music, Dartington Summer School, 
Cappenberg Festival, Hellens Festival, Mantua Festival, Festival Domain Forget,  
New England Conservatory, Manhatten School of Music and several ‘Sistema’  
such as Venezuela, Colombia and Brazil. He is a lecturer at the Hochschule für Musik 
und Darstellende Kunst Frankfurt am Main. He has appeared as a soloist and chamber 
musician with pianists such as Alexander Lonquich, Gianluca Cascioli, Christian 
Zacharias, Martha Argerich, Steven Kovachevich, Daniel Adni, Michaela Ursuleasa, 
Benjamin Frith, Herbert Schuch, Christian Blackshaw, Ricardo Castro and other 
musicians such as Nicolas Altstaedt, Máte Szücs, Danusha Waskiewicz and Bruno 
Delepelaire. Recently he made the world premiere recording of several solo pieces by 
Giacinto Scelsi for the label Stradivarius.

Further information visit markusdaeunert.com

http://www.markusdaeunert.com
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