
Monterey Symphony 2015/16 70th Anniversary Season 

PROGRAM NOTES 

Program 1, Oct 16-18 
 

R. Wagner “Siegfried’s Rhine Journey” 
R. Strauss Death and Transfiguration, Op. 24 

D. Shostakovich  Symphony No. 1 in F Minor, Op. 10 

 

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) was a highly influential German composer who transformed the 

concept of opera, and gave birth to the harmonic structures of The Twentieth Century. He was 

exiled from Germany in 1849, chiefly because of his essay “Revolution and Music,” eventually 

moving to Paris, the most important venue du jour for opera north of Italy. He returned to 

Germany in 1864 – when King Ludwig II took the Bavarian throne – upon his invitation to 

Munich. In 1871 he moved to Bayreuth, where he would build his theater to present the entire 

cycle of Der Ring des Nibelungen, which, was first presented there in 1876.  

 

Der Ring des Nibelungen is comprised of four epic “music dramas,” the term Wagner preferred 

over “opera.” Based on Nordic mythology, the Ring cycle portrays the mishandlings of a 

magical gold ring and the literal fall of the gods, which led to the title of the fourth such music 

drama in the cycle: Götterdämmerung (Twilight of the gods). “Siegfried’s Rhine Journey” is an 

abridged excerpt – from the original prelude to the sixth scene – from act one of 

Götterdämmerung. The famous horn call announces Siegfried’s entrance, and the clarinet 

represents Brünnhilde, who has just fallen in love with the great hero. Since he was not an 

expert in the realm of mythology, Wagner made up whatever he needed to, as he composed not 

only the music, but the libretto for the entire cycle also! He designed the stage and theater, the 

sets, the costumes, and even some of the props, as he strove to personally realize the definition 

of his own term Gesamtkunstwerk (all-encompassing/complete work of art), since his music 

dramas contain all forms of art within them. 

 

Wagner’s role in the development of music is without parallel: he devised and perfected new 

ways of organizing dramatic music, and in turn became an influence to composers everywhere. 

His legacy endures today in the musical conventions of film scoring, and cannot be divorced 

from our perceptions of what defines dramatic music. Never before had the world witnessed 

the level of ego and manipulation found in Wagner, but his need to control every minute detail 

became the paradigm for not only modern opera composers, but film directors and producers 

as well. Wagner intentionally expanded music and drama far beyond what Beethoven could 

have imagined, including the development of new instruments such as the “Wagner tuba.” He 

designed this instrument to bridge the gap between horns and trombones, resulting in a longer 

bell. This bastardized tuba is found in the scores of only a few other notable composers, 

including Bruckner, Stravinsky, and Richard Strauss.  

 

Richard Strauss (1864-1949) was one of the most imaginative composers of his generation and a 

well-regarded conductor. He composed many works for the stage, including Salome, Op. 54, and 

Der Rosenkavalier, Op. 59. His greatest contributions to music, however, were his brilliant tone 

poems for orchestra. Derived from the programmatic symphonic poem, Strauss’s tone poems 



were written early in his career, and are some of his best known works, including Also sprach 

Zarathustra, Don Quixote, and Death and Transfiguration.  

 

Known in German as Tod und Verklärung, Op. 24…Death and Transfiguration premiered on June 

21, 1890, in Eisenach with the composer on the podium. Some scholars believe the work to be 

autobiographical, since Strauss battled with illness as a child, but he repeatedly repelled this 

notion, noting that it came from his imagination. Impressive, as he was a mere twenty-five years 

of age upon completion of the work in November of 1889. The music is complexly lyrical and 

agitated, tranquil and chromatic, dire and transformative. Strauss himself descriptively wrote in 

a letter to a friend that he wanted to depict “the dying hours of a man who had striven for the 

highest idealistic aims, maybe indeed those of an artist…[who] has sought to realize, to present 

artistically, but that he has not been able to complete, since it is not for man to be able to 

accomplish such things.” Upon his deathbed, Strauss exclaimed that death was “just as I 

composed it in Death and Transfiguration.” 

 

Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975) was the most important Russian composer of the Soviet era. 

He was most vivid in his instrumental music, including his mighty fifteen symphonies, and six 

concertos. Unlike other composers of his generation, Shostakovich was consistent in his style 

and his compositional approach, making use of an expanded harmonic vocabulary, rich with 

dissonances, but held in check by tonality. Rhythmic and dramatic, his music is contrapuntal, 

disciplined, and complex. 

 

Symphony No. 1 in F Minor, Op. 10, was completed in 1925 as part of a requirement for 

graduation from the Leningrad Conservatory. Within it, one can hear a variety of musical 

influences on the young composer, including Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Mahler, and 

Prokofiev. Being his first endeavor in symphonic writing, Shostakovich chose a conventional 

four-movement design for Symphony No. 1, but was creative in placing musical events out of 

order, or interrupting various elements. The humorous influence of Strauss is also present in the 

opening movement in an amusing clarinet, and again the influence of Prokofiev with the use of 

orchestral piano. He also scored for a “tromba contralta,” an invention of Rimsky-Korsakov, 

which could be described as a valved-trombone in trumpet form. The most notable moment of 

Symphony No. 1 is the timpani solo in the finale, which is evidence that this young composer 

possessed a highly developed brain as a teenager. The choice to place this work as Opus 10 is 

confounding to some, since he did not use all of the preceding numerals, with the Fantastic 

Dances for Piano, Op. 5, as the only other publication from this early group.  
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