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Strauss-DEATH AND T R A N S F I G U R A T I O N 
(Rtcordtd January li.imi 

Wagner-SIEGFRIED I D Y L L 
IHmrrdad January M.im) 

Pierre Monteux conducling the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra 

During (lie spring of IS&l (lie secretary to King LuUwig 
I I of Bavaria sought out Ridianl Wagner. Bankrupt 
and resigned to ruin, llic composer siuidcnly found 
liiinself a royal iavoncc. By May lie was lioiucd in a 
handsome villa on Lake Siamberg antl fietjucntly 
visited die young monarch at the neighboring castle of 
Berg. But the glamor ol this new sillialloil (juickly 
palled upon W agner. He longcil for lenialc companion­
ship. His clioice was Cosiina von Bitlow, daughter of 
his friend Fraiu Listt and wife of his tliscipic Hans von 
Bulow, She tiad already indicated willingness to join 
her fate to hi t 

At the end of June. Cosima. wiUi her two children, 
journeyed to Lake Stambcrg. A week laurr Biilow ar­
rived to find his wife established as Wagner's mistress. 
The enraged husband had to auvipt an inferior posi­
tion in a siiangc meaage a ITOU. In Cosinia'a honor 
Wagner started a siring quartet, a form unusually inti­
mate for liini. I his ncvcr-roniplctcd work was the germ 
from wlikh the Sirgfrird Idyll grew. 

By the end of 1H63 public outrage over Wagner's 
scandalous betiaviur forred him lo flee Bavaria. In mid-
April of l lK following year he niovc.1 into a .hanning 
estate called I'l icbschen, situated near Lutcnic. Cosjma 
soon joined hkii. 

W'hilc still Frau von Bulow. slie bore Wagner tliree 
children. Tl ie youngest, a boy. was boni at l i icbscben 
in June 1869. when the composer was at work on die 
last act of Sirglrird. He celebrated the anival of his 
son-noi surprisingly named Siegfried—by inserting two 
melodies from the unGnislied Staniberg ((uartei into 
the final duet of llie opera. The first underlies Bruiin-
hilde's lyrical "Eurig war ich": slie sings tlic second 
when describing the hero as the "HoTt dei WelL" AV 
ttiougli these themes were constriKtcd to dovetail coii-
irapunlally in the quartet. Wagner did not combine 
iheiii in die opera, where they ate heard successively. 
But in tlic later Sirgfried Idyll I K was to unite them as 
originally intended. 

Cosima s birthday fell on December 2 i , On Christmas 
Day of 1870 she was awakened by tlic pivmiere per-
forroancc of tlie Sieg/rU-d Idyll, played by a group of 
15 muiiciaru distributed along the slainvay of the villa. 
Young Friedrich Nietcsche was one of the few friends 
to whom Wagner had confidetl Ills plan for this blrtli-
day-Christmas surprise first entitled Tiichsrheii Idyll 
with Fidi {a diminutive of Siegfried) Bird-mng end 
Orange Sunrise. W'hen news of Fidi s binli had been 

brouglit to Wagner. tlK rising sun wa 
orange wallpaper of hi) room wid 
marvelous omen to the pmud father. 

•Yes. yes. " Wagner remarked to fawima. "we know 
die origin of it all." 11ie work is a tonal la|)cslry woven 
of cvot-alive tlietncs mailing to tlK lovers the early 
days of their rclationiliip at Stambcig. its culmination 
in Siegfried's birlli at ii-icbscheii and their general 
domestic bliss. The folklike diemc heard tlirougliout 
tlic piece was. in fact, first set down in ^Vagnc '̂t diary 
late in 186H. I'lie cmnposcr mixes Uiis tune, written for 
Ills baby daughter Fva to aceompany a bit of dcggcrel, 
with die Sumbcrg iiuattct melodies and witli other 
motifs from the as yet unlinislied Hiiig,- the song of I I K 
wood biid. nisllings of tlw Ualdwebn,. ilie theme of 
magic slumlKi' and snippcu from die diwl of Briinn-
liiUc and Siegfried on the mountain suggest a gloi ious 
fiiiurc for Fidi. 

l ite Idyll was lint pcrfomiud by a llutc. an oboe, two 
clarinets, a bassoon, a iriimpel (playctl by Hans Kich-
tcr), two horns and a few sirimts. When the composer 
later ronilwuxl tlw work at .Mannheim for the Wagner 
.SiKieiy, he iet|isciicd 27 strings. I I K winds retnaining at 
their original number. He wanted tlic Idrll pcrfoniicd 
by about S5 musicians. At IViebsriicn bolll the ti/c of 
die suircasc and die expense Iml funed him lo limit 
his orchestra to about half the tlcsiled sice. 

By refusing to publish the Idyll, Wagner liopcd to 
control pcrfonnanies of vvliat was for him a family 
piece. B U I . during Bay reuth days, I K borniwcd lU.WM 
lloruis from Sdiott against a liazy promise lo deliver to 
this firm one day some purely orchestral works. These 
were never written, and Wagner found himself forceti 
to siirTciidcr the Idyll in order to satisfy Schotl's claim. 

Bulow. tajsiina and Alexander Bitter arc I I K main 
links between M'agner and Richard Strauss. In I8S5, 
Strauss, aged 21, became Biilow s assistant conductor at 
Meiiiingen. Tlicre the impressionable young man met 
Rittcr, son of Julie Kilter (one of Wagner's earliest 
patrons), husband of Wagner's niece Franiiska and a 
fanatic tliscipic of the Bayreuth master. BUlow and es-
[Ktially Ritter made Strauss a \Vagncrite. Ck»iina's 
aiqiroval seakU his conversion. In 18W she invited him 
to comiun Taniilidnser at Bayreuth. 

T I K Sirglried Idyll descend) from ilie symplionic 
jiocms of Listl, works lllal abstract the essence of a 
general [joetic iilca or mood. Dealli and Tranifigui 
too, is indebted to Lisit, but it is dependent u|x>n 

fiery glow—a betraying Riitcr's inlliK A dying man stirs fitfully, 
ins irregularly thnrnmng ireart being grapiiieally dc-
picieil in I I K strings. For a while pictures from various 
stages of ills life pass before his mind's ey e in a kind of 

1. Then, convulsively, his body 

Ritter tumctl this macabre scene, conceiieii by the 
(oniposcr. into a drcailful poem printed in tlic score 
and Ireciuenlly olfered as a program note to explain a 
pieie whicli. despite some yuiitfiful senieiiuouMiesi, 

vivcd because of its ((ualitics as absolute musit. 
m is free, refiecting llie Lisll-Wagner 

1. Only later wonkl 
n classical 

Itsfc 
device of theniati 
Straim attempt t 
mohls. to fashion THI Euhntpieeel as a giant rondo. 
Doit ()mxole as a series of variaiions and to give Eiii 
tIeldenleUn trails of tile sonata. 

Li te Dan Jiian, Death and Ti aiufigiiTaliaii is superior 
to many of .Strauss' later orcliestinl wmks in die clarity 
of its rich orclwstration. Its nsdodic material is loiig-
bieadicd and bold aiul ibm not bpsc into those fretful 
conimpunial line* dial, striving to compensate (or a 
ileclinc in inieiiiive power, agitate the program sym-
plioiiics. Strauss was in his raid-iweniies when he began 
to plan tliii work, whose premiere look place at Eisen­
ach in 1890. It soon became impiilar, and even so liosdle 
a critic as Haiislick conceded the brilliance of its or­
chestral tcchni(|ue. 

Death and 'naniftguratinii remained ilear lo Strauss 
diroughoul his career. He alluded to it in £iii Nefdrii-
leben: and. most movin^y, in the superb song /"( 
Abendrot, completed in 194B, the old and weary master 
Jiact recourse to the theme of transfiguration as he set 
the ipiestion of the poet Eichendorff: "Can llii i perhaps 
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