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[POWERPOINT SLIDE – TITLE]

[Thanks to CBDNA for invitation to speak today.]

I would like to begin my presentation today with a brief anecdote that I hope illustrates the subject of my talk.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Allentown Band Program Cover]

More years ago than I care to remember, I was a student in eastern Pennsylvania, having begun my career in music only a few years earlier as a member of a high school band.  In fact, I was good enough to have won auditions for a few District and All-State Bands, and because of those achievements, my teacher arranged for me to join the Allentown Band.  Many of you may be familiar with the reputation of that ensemble, which has always been known as one of the finest such bands in the United States.

It was thus with some trepidation that I approached my first concert with the Allentown Band.  Not only was I just a novice in the band, but the night before I had also played a Regional Band concert about two hundred miles away, and I had returned home well after midnight.  When I arrived at the final rehearsal, just a few hours before the concert, I was, of course, dead tired.  I also knew what was expected of me, and so I just hoped not to make any obvious mistakes in my second alto sax part.  I may have been holding back for that reason, when the guest conductor, Lucien Cailliet, stopped the rehearsal to address me personally.  The piece at the time was his transcription of Strauss’s “Waltzes from ‘Der Rosenkavailer’,”

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Program face p. 2-3]

and I was not playing loudly enough to mimic Strauss’s horns in the passage we were rehearsing.  Truthfully, I do not remember exactly what Cailliet told me, but I do remember blowing for all that I was worth later at that point in the concert.  I also remember the lush sound that the Allentown Band produced in the piece, and “The Rosenkavalier Waltzes” quickly became one of my favorite works and Strauss one of my favorite composers.

I suspect that my first encounter with Strauss was typical for both the time and place.  Allentown has always been a city in which bands are much more important than orchestras, and like most people at that time, I came to know a vast amount of symphonic repertoire via transcriptions for band.  I was aware that such band transcriptions were not quite “authentic”—to use a word that permeates musicology in recent years—but I tended not to care, because the music itself seemed always to transcend the medium.

In college, however, I was introduced to the concept of the Wind Ensemble, with its emphasis on original works of high quality.  Around that same time, I also began to attend orchestra concerts, where I heard many of the works that I had learned only a few years earlier in band concerts, but now in their “correct” settings.  In my eyes band transcriptions diminished in value and composers like Richard Strauss became primarily orchestral composers.

It was against this background that I wondered what I might have to say about “Richard Strauss’s Music for Winds,” when I was invited to address this group on that topic.  I knew, of course, that Strauss had composed almost nothing for the traditional American wind band in the mold of Sousa.  On the other hand, there are four compositions for smaller groups of winds.  There are also several other minor pieces for various combinations of brass and winds from later in Strauss’s career, but these hardly seemed worthy of much attention.  As I attempted to gather repertoire for this talk, I consulted a number of surveys of wind band repertoire published in the last twenty-five years in the Journal of Band Research and elsewhere.
  Only Strauss’s Serenade, Op. 7, a transcription of the song “Allerseelen,” and his Königsmarsch, appeared on any of those lists.

I thus began to seek out other points of contact between Strauss and American wind bands, and I soon discovered a remarkably large body of transcriptions, including many of Strauss’s compositions not normally associated with band music.  While most of these are not currently in the repertoire, I do believe that they are important to the history of bands, both in America and elsewhere.  Moreover, from the few references to bands in his biography, I also believe that Strauss would have approved of those transcriptions, regardless of the current preference for original works on today’s concerts.  Thus, while my talk today may cover the “usual suspects,” I also hope to re-introduce you to some forgotten pieces that may still merit our attention.
[REFER TO HANDOUT]

As you can see on the handout, I have divided Richard Strauss’s music for winds into two basic groups.  The first consists of the Serenade, the Suite, the two later Sonatinas, and a few other works, all of which were composed directly for winds by Strauss.  These are the settings in which these works are generally heard, and they are also his best known works for wind instruments.  The second and much longer list consists of works composed by Strauss, but later arranged by someone else for some sort of band or wind ensemble.  To date, I have identified more than sixty transcriptions or arrangements by over two dozen different individuals.  Taken together, Strauss’s original works and these many transcriptions form a significant body of music that any serious wind band musician should know, at least in passing.

* * * * *

There is no particular reason why Richard Strauss should have ever composed any music for winds.  Although his father was renowned as one of the greatest wind players of his day, Franz Strauss made his living as a hornist in the Bavarian Court Opera Orchestra.  Consequently, nearly all his son’s early experiences with music were connected with the opera, its orchestra, and music-making within the extended family.  Thus, most of Richard Strauss’s childhood compositions were simple songs, piano pieces, and occasional movements for chamber music groups, chiefly with strings.  By age ten, it was clear that the boy was serious about composition, and so in 1875 Strauss began a systematic study of composition under Friedrich Wilhelm Meyer, an assistant conductor at the Court Opera.  Over the next five years, Strauss continued to produce the same sorts of Hausmusik for family use and also a modest series of larger works for orchestra that may have been his composition assignments.  After completing his formal studies, Strauss began work on his most ambitious composition to date, a Symphony in D minor (TrV 94), which was immediately followed by a String Quartet (TrV 95).  Both premiered early the next year, and the Quartet was quickly published.  From all outward appearances, Strauss was embarking on a career as a serious composer of art music.

With no signs of any music for winds in the more than 100 works drafted by Strauss up to that time, his Serenade, Op. 7 (TrV 106), requires some sort of explanation.  Unfortunately, there is no obvious answer as to why Strauss chose to write for this unusual ensemble in 1881.  Given the conservative nature of his education, it is not surprising that he looked backward for his inspiration.  His father was an avowed anti-Wagnerian, who barely tolerated any composers much beyond Haydn, Mozart and early Beethoven, and thus the model for his son’s Serenade is Mozart’s seven-movement Serenade in B-flat, K. 361 (K6 = 370a).  Strauss’s ensemble does differ slightly from Mozart’s, who called for pairs of oboes, clarinets, basset-horns, and bassoons, augmented by four horns and a double bass.  In contrast, Strauss uses the standard four pairs of orchestral winds (flutes, oboes, clarinets, and bassoons), along with four horns and a bass instrument of some sort.

If Strauss had Mozart’s Serenade in mind, he did not quote anything directly from the earlier work.  In fact, there is very little in Strauss’s Serenade that closely resembles Mozart’s.  Strauss’s single movement is a straightforward sonata-allegro form, with a rather modest development.  Nevertheless, the spirit of the earlier work is clearly present.  As Alfred Einstein said about Mozart’s Serenade:

“The fascination of the work emanates from its sheer sound.  There is a continuous alternation between tutti and soli … a constant reveling in new combinations…a mixture of timbres and transparent clarity at the same time….No instrument is treated in true concertante fashion, but each one can, and strives to, distinguish itself….”

Substitute “Strauss” for “Mozart” and Einstein’s description fits Strauss’s Serenade to a “T.”

The opening twenty-four measures, the first theme of the piece, is a perfect example of Strauss’s ear for wind timbres.  Each new phrase or sub-phrase is marked by a different combination of winds, and the full ensemble is held in reserve until the theme’s last measures.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Serenade, Op. 7, mm. 1-24]

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Serenade, Op. 7, mm. 1-24 (0:00-1:20)]
[Hyperion CDD22015, CD # 2, Track 1]
Another notable moment occurs at the recapitulation, a formal gesture that the young Strauss tended to treat mechanically.  In the Serenade, however, the return of the first theme is played by only four horns.  It should be noted that Strauss did not use this particular timbre anywhere else in this piece, which enhances its effectiveness here.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Serenade, Op. 7, mm. 122-129]

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Serenade, Op. 7, mm. 122-129 (c. 5:40 – 6:20)] 
[Hyperion CDD22015, CD # 2, Track 1]
When the Serenade was published, it attracted little attention until Hans von Bülow added the piece to the repertoire of the Meiningen Orchestra in the winter of 1883-84.  Although many years later, Strauss would describe the Serenade as “nothing more than the respectable work of a music student,” this was his first significant triumph, and thus it is not surprising that he sought to recapture that success almost immediately.

Within a few months after the Meiningen performances of the Serenade, Strauss had begun drafting a multi-movement work for the same thirteen instruments.  Around that time, Bülow wrote to Strauss with a detailed plan for a multi-movement work for the same ensemble.  Bülow’s advice arrived too late for Strauss to follow completely, but he did use some of those suggestions in the four-movement Suite, Op. 4 (TrV 132), which Strauss gave to Bülow in the fall of 1884.
Its opening Präludium is straightforward sonata-allegro movement without a development, which is followed by a “Romanze” of similar design.  The third movement is labeled “Gavotte,” and the finale is an “Introduction and Fuge.”  As a whole, Strauss’s compositional technique is quite secure here, and his handling of the instruments is almost symphonic at times, with fewer passages for solo winds.  Nevertheless, these four movements have been somewhat less successful than the Serenade, perhaps because of Strauss’s slightly lower level of inspiration, which then requires his craftsmanship to be put on display.  Nowhere is that more obvious than in the dense counterpoint of the concluding fugue.  On the other hand, Strauss’s manipulation of his materials can be impressive, as in the third movement.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Suite, Op. 4, Gavotte, mm. 1- 35 (pp. 1-2)]

Although entitled “Gavotte,” the movement has little to do with the eighteenth-century French court dance implied by that title.  Rather, its playfulness suggests the mood of a Scherzo (but in duple meter).  The basic idea is a simple three-note chromatic descent, introduced in whole notes.  After it is repeated twice in diminution, Strauss decorates the first two notes with upper neighbors and the third note with a descending fourth.  Finally, only the basic rhythm of the decorated version is reiterated by the horns.  All of this deceptively simple development takes place in just four measures, and when played in Strauss’s colorful, soloistic scoring it provides more than enough material for the movement.

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Suite, Op. 4, Gavotte, mm. 1- 35 (0:00 – 0:32)]
[Hyperion CDD22015, CD # 1, Track 6]
Less than two years after the Suite, Strauss turned decisively to programmatic music, and in the first years of the new century he established himself as the undisputed master of modern music with the opera Salome, Op, 54 (TrV 215).  For the rest of his career, Strauss would be known as the era’s leading opera composer and as a conductor of his own orchestral music.

When Strauss turned for one last time to wind music, he was nearly eighty years old and grief-stricken, as the momentous events of history seemed determined to wipe out all that he had sought to create in his lifetime.  The final blow came on October 2, 1943, when Munich’s National Theater was reduced by bombing to a shell.  Six days later, Strauss wrote to his friend and biographer, Willi Schuh:

“The destruction of the Munich Court Theater, the holy site of the first Tristan and Meistersinger performances, where I heard Freischütz for the first time 73 years ago, where my good father sat in the orchestra for 49 years at the first horn desk, . . . is the greatest catastrophe of my life, for which there is no consolation and at my age no hope. . . . With Capriccio [premiered in Munich one year earlier in October 1942], my life’s work is ended, and the notes that I scribble now for my heirs as ‘wrist exercises’ . . . have absolutely no meaning for music history. . . . It is only a way to drive away the boredom of idle hours, since one can’t read Wieland or play Skat the whole day.” 

Unable to face the reality of the present, Strauss retreated into his own past with a series of instrumental works that he probably never expected to hear played.
  Among these is the Sonatina in F (TrV 288), subtitled by the composer “from an invalid’s workshop.”  That three-movement work from early in 1943 was followed in less than a year by a four-movement piece for nearly the same instrumentation.  That second work, labeled Symphony for Winds (TrV 291) by his publisher after Strauss’s death, carried a more optimistic subtitle, “Cheerful Workshop,” and an aphorism, “to the spirit of the eternal Mozart at the end of grateful life,” that confirms the inspiration for both of these works.

While the inspiration may have come from Mozart, the sound of these two works is pure Strauss from beginning to end.  The opening of the first movement of the Sonatina offers an obvious example.  Strauss begins with two ideas in contrary motion, pitting the oboes against the bassoons, and by the end of first measure, he has already fallen out of the key of F through a half-step motion that is a virtual Straussian cliché.  A sequential repetition and extension carries the two ideas further afield until the ninth measure finds the tonic F with a jarring V-I cadence.  Then a new transitional idea takes hold and Strauss is off once again on another series of sequences and evolving passages.  There is an air of spontaneity about the music, which suggests a composer caught in the moment rather imposing a rigorous form on his materials, and the passage ends with an abrupt V-I cadence on the mediant.
[POWERPOINT SLIDES – Sonatina, Mvt 1, mm. 1- 33 (5 slides)]

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Sonatina, Mvt 1, mm. 1- 33 (0:00 – 1:20)] 
[Hyperion CDD22015, CD # 1, Track 1]
Much of what follows in this movement, the next three movements, and the Symphony partakes of this same free spirit.  As Del Mar notes these works are more enjoyable for the players than some audiences, who may grow weary of the long lines and avoided cadences.  Nevertheless, Strauss’s technique never fails him, and there is much of value in his final two works for winds.
* * * * *

With those four pieces, Strauss’s modest corner in the world of band music is secure; but in fact, there are a surprisingly large number of pieces by Strauss that have been arranged by others for various wind groups.  This is a connection between bands and Richard Strauss that has long been ignored.  For that reason, I want to explore the history of these arrangements and transcriptions a bit, and I hope to show that many of these adapted pieces still merit our attention.

Strauss’s marches have often suffered at the hands of even his most sympathetic champions.  Michael Kennedy, for instance, devotes only a single grudging paragraph to them in his “Master Musicians” volume on Strauss, and he concludes that: “…only the Königsmarsch has any intrinsic music value.  These marches are sheer ‘duty’; they sowed no seeds in his great works.”
  I, too, glossed over these “duty pieces,” calling them “unremarkable trifles” in my own survey of Strauss’s instrumental music.
  Having spent some time in recent months listening to these pieces, I wish revise my earlier judgment.  As for why we dismiss Strauss’s marches so quickly, it may be because they were composed in the same years as Salome and Elektra, op. 58 (TrV 223).  In fact, Strauss’s marches need to be considered precisely in the context of his position at that time as a court functionary.  In that light, they are very credible examples of the genre and even show a bit of Strauss’s musical personality.

The story begins when Strauss arrived in Berlin in 1898 to assume his duties as the Royal Court Conductor [Erster Königlicher Kapellmeister] for Kaiser Wilhelm II.  Berlin was then a vibrant and growing city that served as an emblem of progress for the young German nation.  In music, however, Berlin looked more to the past than the future, and the Kaiser—who was somewhat musical—was wary of modern music.  At their first meeting (May 25, 1899), the Kaiser memorably described Strauss as: “this utterly wicked man, he is completely modern, I have nurtured a fine serpent in my bossom.”
  Despite that tenuous beginning, Strauss had earlier served as a court musician in Meiningen and Weimar, and he knew how to defer to his employers when necessary.  As a military man, Kaiser Wilhelm loved marches, and one day, he asked his Hofkapellmeister why he had not composed any.  Strauss demurred and said that he did not know anything about the genre.  The Kaiser then commanded Strauss to appear the next day at the palace grounds, where two military bands paraded about for three hours, playing marches for Strauss’s edification.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Berlin Band w/ Kaiser]

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Berlin Band]

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Berlin Band]

It seems hard to believe that Strauss knew nothing about marches, since bands were such a large part of German culture.  With the build-up of Germany’s armed forces in the late nineteenth century came an increase in the number of military bands, until there were at least 550 such ensembles just before World War I.  According to one commentator, “in large cities in 1914 there was hardly a summer day that didn’t have a military band concert.”
  Moreover, since 1874, the Hochschule für Musik in Berlin had been the training center for all military band conductors.  It would seem that there was no way Strauss could have avoided military music in Berlin, but in fact, Strauss was probably already familiar with band music from his childhood.  As a boy, he regularly watched the changing of the guard in Munich’s Marienplatz,

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Munich, Marienplatz]

a daily event that was accompanied by a military band, and he also probably heard outdoor band concerts at the Feldherrnhalle, only a few hundred meters from his family’s apartments.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Munich, Feldherrnhalle]

The musical evidence of Strauss’s first two marches also suggests that he had a much better knowledge of military music than he ever admitted to the Kaiser.  Although Strauss composed only a piano version of the Parade-Marsche No. 1 (TrV 213), it clearly captured the sound of German military music.  For background, here are two examples of German military bands from the first decade of the twentieth century:

[RECORDED EXAMPLE(S) – Gott, Kaiser, Vaterland, c. 0:30 each] 
[Brandenburg BH0901, Tracks 13, 11]
The traits of functional military music are obvious in these recordings.  One can hear duple meter, diatonic harmonies, short motives in symmetrical phrases, often using repeated notes, dotted rhythms or triadic outlines suitable for brass instruments, and a sectional form.  For comparison, here is Strauss’s Parade-Marsch No. 1, played in its original piano version:

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Parade Marsch No. 1, 0:00 - 0:20]
[Arts 47266-2, RS Chamber Music 8 (Piano 4-hands), Track 6]
While the piece is modestly competent on the piano, the version for band, which is not by Strauss, is even more effective and shows how he must have thought in terms of the instrumental ensemble that would ultimately play the march.

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Parade Marsch No. 1, 0:00 - 0:40]
[Arts 4739666-2, RS Wind & Brass Music 2, Track 1)]

The predominance of trumpets in this recording is a direct consequence of Strauss’s intentions.  The full title of this piece (in English) is: “Parade March for the Royal Mounted Fusiliers Regiment” [“Parade-Marsch des Regiments Königs-Jäger zu Pferde”], meaning that Strauss conceived of this march for the band of a cavalry regiment.  This was one of three classifications of Prussian military bands at the time, which were: Cavalry bands (“Kavaleriemusik”), which consisted primarily of trumpets, “Hunting bands” (“Jägermusik”), which added a few horns, and Infantry bands (“Infanteriemusik”), which added a full complement of woodwinds to the brass.  Thus, even though he wrote only for the piano, Strauss already knew which of these ensembles was most suitable for his purposes.
[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Mounted Berlin Band]

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Mounted Berlin Band]

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Mounted Berlin Band]

For a second march, Strauss “freely arranged” a seventeenth-century “presentation march, ” which was then published as De Brandenburgsche Mars (TrV 214).  Again, Strauss wrote out only a piano score, but it was soon arranged for military bands by German bandmasters.  Whatever history might think about these marches, Strauss’s contemporaries thought highly enough of them that both were added to the official Prussian Army March Collection.
  As for the Kaiser’s opinion, he awarded Strauss the Imperial Medal, third class for these marches.

In the next two years, Strauss composed five more marches (TrV 217, 221 and 222), but only the Königsmarsch (TrV 217/2) has enjoyed much success in the concert hall.  In my opinion, however, Strauss’s Parade-Marsch No. 2 (TrV 222) is also deserving of attention.  This is another cavalry march, but with much more of Strauss’s own personality evident.  The first strain’s brief fanfare-like figures are again perfectly suited to brass, but Strauss enlivens the passage with groupings and accents that go against the simple duple meter of most marches, and there are also occasional touches of his modern approach to tonal harmony.

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Parade Marsch No. 2 (0:00 – 0:35)]
[Arts 4739666-2, RS Wind & Brass Music 2, Track 2)]
Strauss’s term in Berlin ended in 1910, and during the next nine years, he worked primarily as a freelance conductor and composer.  On December 1, 1919, he assumed a position as co-director of the Vienna State Opera.  Strauss’s tenure in Vienna was controversial and his term at the Opera ended with his resignation in 1925.  Even so, his good relationship with the city of Vienna was never affected.  Two years earlier, the Austrian government had given him a sixty-year lease on a prime piece of real estate in Vienna, where Strauss had a house built.  For the rest of his life the Strauss family would consider Vienna their second home.

Strauss’s music was frequently celebrated in the city, and it was expected that he would contribute occasional pieces for such events.  Thus, his catalog includes a handful of works set primarily for brass.  The earliest of these is Feierlicher Einzug (TrV 224), composed in 1909 for the investiture ceremonies of the order of St. John.  The celebration of Strauss’s sixtieth birthday in 1924 elicited two fanfares (TrV 248 & 250), and in 1943 Strauss composed his Festmusik der Stadt Wien (TrV 286) as thanks for having been awarded the Beethoven Prize.  At nearly twelve minutes, the work is rather long, and so Strauss extracted the brief, two-minute Wiener Fanfare (TrV 287) from it.  Collectively, these pieces are best reserved for ceremonial use, as many of them require larger and unusual combinations of brass instruments.  Several have been arranged for smaller groups, but not all of those arrangements have been published.

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Wiener Fanfare (0:00 – 0:45)]
[Arts 4739666-2, RS Wind & Brass Music 2, Track 9]
* * * * *

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – German Military Musicians]

Marches were not the only works by Strauss to find their way into the repertoire of German military bands.  As early as 1895, Max Högg, Music Director of the Bavarian Light Infantry Regimental Band, arranged several pieces from Strauss’s Musik zu “Lebende Bilder” [Music for tableux vivant] (TrV 167) for a military band to use at the opening of a celebration of Bismarck’s eightieth birthday.
  Högg later transcribed Strauss’s “Hymn for the Opening of the 1897 Munich Art Exhibition” [Hymne zur Eröffnung der Münchner Kunstausstellung 1897] (TrV 183).
  Both of those works remained in manuscript, but Högg also made a transcription of the “Love Scene” from Strauss’s second opera, Feuersnot, op. 50 (TrV 203), which was issued by Fürstner, Strauss’s publisher, in 1906.  Such an action suggests not only that these sorts of arrangements had commercial value, but that Strauss himself must have known and sanctioned such transcriptions. 

Högg was not alone in engaging in this practice.  Other German bandmasters who transcribed various works by Strauss for military bands include:  Theodor Grawert, who held the position of Armeemusikinspizient [Inspector General for Army Music] in the years 1908-1924; Oskar Hackenberger, his successor for the years 1924-1929; and Georg Fürst, who led the same band once commanded by Högg.

Still other important German military musicians [with no pictures] who made transcriptions of Strauss’s music include: Alwin Peschke and the cornet virtuoso Hermann Baarz, both of whom led mounted Dragoon bands in Berlin in the years before World War I; Fritz Brase, who directed the band of the Berlin-based 1st Grenadier Regiment; Hans-Felix Husadel, Inspector General of the Luftwaffe bands from 1935 to the end of World War II, and finally, Hermann Schmidt, who served as Chief Inspector of Music for the German armed forces from 1929 to the end of World War II.

In making these transcriptions and arrangements of Strauss’s music, these military musicians were simply continuing a tradition with roots in the nineteenth century.  Indeed, wind band transcriptions were so common in that era that composers like Franz Liszt and Richard Wagner both encouraged arrangements of their works for bands, and Johannes Brahms specifically urged his publisher Simrock to have the Academic Festival Overture “arranged by an experienced military bandmaster,” chiefly because Brahms had no experience with that ensemble.
  As a practical matter, such arrangements were economically viable in Germany and also in England because both countries had standardized their military bands.
  Thus, Fürstner could issue a single score with three sets of related parts for Cavalry, Hunting and Infantry Bands, knowing almost the precise size of the market for such items.
  Transcribers and arrangers could also be certain that their work would be played by professional military musicians.

The situation in the United States in the nineteenth century could not have been any more different, with bands varying widely in both numbers and instrumentation, and most comprised primarily of amateurs of uncertain abilities.
  Transcriptions therefore tended to be unique to each ensemble and commercial arrangements, when they were available, tended to the thickest generic scoring to allow performance by almost any ensemble.  It is difficult in that milieu to imagine much interest in transcribing Strauss’s virtuoso orchestral works for wind bands.  Nevertheless, there were bands in the early twentieth century that had transcriptions of Strauss’s works in their repertoire, beginning with John Philip Sousa’s professional band.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – John Philip Sousa Band]

According to Paul Bierley, in his new study of Sousa, at least nine different works by Strauss were featured on Sousa’s tours between the years 1902 and 1915 and again from 1925 to 1930.
  The importance of those works may be judged from their placement on Sousa’s programs.  Generally, the most significant classical works were played just before the interval, and among the many sample programs given by Bierley, the “Love Scene” from Feuersnot, Till Eulenspiegel, Don Juan and Death and Transfiguration all appeared at one time or another in that featured slot.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Sousa Concert (8 Feb 1908)]

As to exactly what Sousa’s Band played in concert, some clues may be found in the Sousa Collection at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  All nine of the Strauss pieces are found there, each in one of three possible conditions.  Sousa’s copy of the Zwei Militärmarsche, Op. 57 (TrV 221), was a set of the printed parts from the arrangement by J.H. Matthey, issued by C.F. Peters in 1907, and according to Bierley, this work was performed on only the 1910 tour by Sousa’s band.  In contrast, Aus Italien, Op. 16 (TrV 147), consists entirely of the manuscript parts of a transcription by Oscar Coon, an otherwise obscure bandsman from Oswego, NY.
  The extant parts are a near match to the instrumentation of Sousa’s Band in 1915, the year in which Aus Italien was played on tour, which does suggest that the arrangement was made specifically for Sousa.
  Most interesting, however, are the transcriptions that consist of a mix of printed and manuscript parts.  While I have not yet seen these items, Eric Harbeson of the Sousa Archives has examined them for me.  He reports that the printed parts appear to have been used as the starting point for a transcription, although some players may have actually performed from printed parts, with specific changes.  For instance, the printed percussion parts to Strauss’s Don Juan were most certainly used in performance, although there are indications to transpose the passages for pitched percussion from Strauss’s original E major, a key well suited to strings, to the more band-friendly E-flat major.

As for how Strauss’s works might have been performed by Sousa’s Band, Bierley gives two anecdotes.  The first concerns Death and Transfiguration, a work with a program that describes the passing of an artist from this life to the next and is about twenty-five minutes long.  While Sousa considered it his mission to raise the level of American interest in serious music, he also recognized that longer works were not always palatable to less sophisticated audiences.  Thus he often made judicious cuts in longer works.  On one tour through increasingly unsophisticated regions, Sousa found it necessary to cut more and more of the work until, as one band member said, “We had him dead and buried in less than eight minutes.”

As for the skill with which these transcriptions were played, another story concerned a bet with some members of the Philadelphia Orchestra, who claimed that bands were inferior ensembles and should not be allowed to play transcriptions of orchestral literature.  Sousa’s men invited the orchestra musicians to a concert featuring a transcription of Strauss’s Till Eulenspiegel, with the understanding that the bandsmen would buy steaks for the Philadelphia musicians if Sousa’s Band did not perform Till better than had the orchestra.  If the band were the superior ensemble, the orchestra musicians were to pay for the meal.  After the concert, the orchestra musicians bought the steaks without complaint.

Admittedly, Sousa’s Band was a superior ensemble, and so we might wonder if they were the exception.  In fact, other bands surely played Strauss’s music in arrangements.  As one example, the Goldman Band regularly programmed transcriptions of Strauss’s music.

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Goldman Concert (15 July 1923) “Rosenkavalier Waltzes”]

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Goldman Concert (30 June 1927) “Death and Transfiguration”]

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Goldman Concert (24 June 1933) “Feuersnot Love Scene”]

Among the noteworthy points here are the ways in which these works and other transcriptions were presented.  In no case was the name of any arranger ever mentioned, which suggests that the job of that person was to be as self-effacing as possible.  While the skill of the transcriber was important for creating a successful work in a new medium, whatever was done to transform the orchestral piece into a work for band should not to draw attention to itself.  Instead, the transcription was as faithful to the original as possible.  Also emphasizing the original form of each work was a program note that made no mention of the transcription.  In short, the band was merely the ensemble of convenience for a particular performance.

For that reason, we need to remember the important surrogate service that bands provided in the era before orchestras were very widespread in the United States.  Bands were the only way in which many European classical works were heard in this country, and one good example was the excerpt from Feuersnot.  Although Strauss’s second opera premiered in Dresden in 1901, it was not mounted in the United States until 1927 and very rarely thereafter.  Nevertheless, the “Love Scene” was featured frequently by the Sousa Band as early as 1902 and as late as 1934 on a Goldman Band program.  Even the United States Marine Band carries the transcription by J.B. Claus in its repertoire and recorded it as recently as 1996.

As the twentieth century progressed, more transcriptions and arrangements of Strauss’s works appeared, most presumably in response to the growth of school and college bands.  Since most of this music served educational purposes, it is not surprising that many of these newer arrangements simplified Strauss’s daunting scores.  Such arrangements do serve a very useful function in the training of performers, but it is sometimes hard to argue for such overly simplified scores on aesthetic grounds.

On the other hand, there are a number of transcriptions for bands that do not compromise the demands of Strauss’s orchestral scores, and such transcriptions certainly remain worthy of attention and performance today.  Among the most effective of these are the transcriptions by Mark Hindsley, Director of Bands at the University of Illinois in the years 1948-1970.  Hindsley transcribed or arranged five orchestral works by Strauss, and his work is notable for its fidelity not only to the notes of Strauss’s scores, but also to the general sound.  In fact, a comparison of an orchestral performance of Strauss’s Don Juan with that of the University of Illinois Concert Band shows how closely Hindsley adhered to Strauss’s tonal conception of this tone poem.  We will listen to the opening through the beginning of the second theme.

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Don Juan, op. 20 (0:00 to c. 1:45)]
[Sony SBK 48272 (Cleveland Orchestra), track 8]

In Hindsley’s transcription, the sound is remarkably similar.  One who knows the work well can detect occasional timbral differences, but the only obvious changes are in the solos, with the flute replacing the violin near the end of the transition and the alto saxophone replacing the clarinet in the second theme.

[RECORDED EXAMPLE – Don Juan, op. 20 (0:00 to c. 2:15)]
[Hindsley custom CD, track 1)]
Undoubtedly Strauss’s brass-and-wind-dominated score made Hindsley’s job easier, but Hindsley also deserves credit for keeping Strauss’s sound firmly in mind.  Hindsley’s other transcriptions are equally faithful to Strauss, with one exception.  His arrangement of Ein Heldenleben includes at least one significant cut that violates the work’s programmatic shape.  Otherwise these scores are eminently serviceable and deserving of performances by our best wind bands.

* * * * *

In her study of “Richard Strauss and the German Military Band Tradition,” Mary Natvig stated that Strauss was silent on the subject of transcribing his works for military bands and thus seems to doubt whether he might have approved of all these reworkings of his music.
  In fact, Strauss was not so silent as Natvig thought.  I have already noted Strauss’s hearing of military bands during his childhood, but there is actually more direct evidence of later interactions with wind bands.  Franz Trenner’s Richard Strauss Chronik zu Leben und Werk mentions Strauss’s attendance at several “wind concerts,” although the context suggests something more like a chamber music program than a band concert.
  Still there are at least a few performances attended by Strauss that involve true wind bands.  On March 15, 1925,

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Strauss conducting the Banda Municipal]

while on tour in Barcelona, Strauss heard a concert of the Banda Municipal, and four days later, Strauss himself conducted that band in an outdoor performance of Tod und Verklärung, before departing from the city’s train station.
  Two years later, Strauss conducted the same Banda Municipal in Frankfurt during a festival of his music.
  Finally, on New Year’s Day in 1933 Strauss was celebrated in Naples with a band performance of Till Eulenspiegel.
  Presumably there were many other similar, unrecorded events throughout Strauss’s life.  Still, merely attending a band concert or even conducting one does not prove anything about Strauss’s attitudes toward transcriptions.  Good manners often dictate a façade that masks one’s true feelings.

Nevertheless, there is one final, conclusive piece of evidence.  In 1936, Strauss was apparently asked for his permission to allow a transcription of one of his tone poems.  I will allow Strauss to speak for himself with his reply:

[POWERPOINT SLIDE – Strauss letter (23 June 1936) from Brixel]

“I agree…that my tone poem Tod und Verklärung is successful in an arrangement for military bands.  I have personally attended or conducted several such performances of my symphonic works, for instance, in Naples, Barcelona or Venice.  They are very suitable for wind bands, provided that the arrangements are made by experts and played with a sufficient number of instruments.”

[THANK YOU]
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