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Strauss began composing his ‘Alpine Symphony’ in 1911, just after his opera Der Rosenkavalier, and finished it in 1915. Contrasting with his central preoccupation with opera from Salome (1905) onwards, Eine Alpensinfonie is the grand finale of an earlier stage of his output. It was to be the last of the sequence of single-movement symphonic poems which had begun in 1884 with Don Juan, and had since encompassed Don Quixote and Ein Heldenleben.

     Until recently Eine Alpensinfonie was much less often played than those masterpieces. This was partly because of its reputation as a weaker and more uneven work, and partly because of the sheer size of the orchestra required. As is often true of reputations, neither perception is entirely accurate.

     The music’s level of inspiration, while variable, contains passages as fine as anything that Strauss ever wrote, and the broad conception of the work is as bold and individual as with any of its predecessors. On the surface, the 50-minute single movement charts the ascent of a mountain by a party of climbers, beginning before dawn, reaching the summit at noon, descending through a thunderstorm, and ending as night falls.

     But like Ein Heldenleben, Eine Alpensinfonie is not only an exercise in outward musical description (brilliant though this is). It is also a musical allegory of life itself, charting man’s heroic journey through the trials of existence towards a summit of achievement, and ending in an afterglow of contemplative fulfilment. Using nature as a metaphorical context for man’s spiritual struggles had been a central theme of German and Austrian art in the 19th and 20th centuries: Mahler’s music, for instance, is steeped in it. But it had previously been less typical of Strauss. It is therefore possible that he conceived Eine Alpensinfonie as a posthumous tribute to Mahler, who had died in 1911.

     The orchestra required is large, but no larger than that required by other, more often played 20th-century works (for instance Stravinsky’s Le sacre du printemps and several of Mahler’s symphonies). Strauss writes for 4 of each family of woodwind instruments (with the addition of the heckelphone, a rare species of baritone oboe); a main brass section of 8 horns (4 also doubling on Wagner tubas), 4 trumpets, 4 trombones and 2 bass tubas; 2 harps, celesta and organ; 2 sets of timpani, and a quite modest percussion section including cowbells, a thunder machine and a wind machine; strings; and an additional, offstage brass group of 12 horns, 2 trumpets, and 2 trombones. All these are deployed with Strauss’s special brand of technical mastery – sophisticated, yet sounding entirely instinctive and natural. While there are plenty of spectacular mass effects, there are also many delicate touches: at one point Strauss reduces the scoring to four solo strings. In the manner first developed by Liszt and Wagner, a number of clearly identifiable themes and motives are stated and developed throughout the work.

     There are 23 continuous sections, whose main landmarks are as follows:
Night. Against a hushed tapestry of muted strings (in B flat minor), the low brass intone an imposing chord-sequence representing the mountain, touching on D minor in modernistic bitonality.

Sunrise. A radiant descending theme for full orchestra.

The Ascent. Vigorous octaves on the strings, representing the climbing party setting out.

Entrance into the Forest. The offstage brass join in with hunting calls.

The Waterfall. A virtuoso piece of orchestral description.

On a Mountain Pasture. Cowbells clank evocatively.

On the Summit. A long central climax of great grandeur for full orchestra.

Calm before the Storm. This is uncannily depicted by Strauss with a sustained octave on the high strings and a single, staccato repeated note on the oboe.

Thunderstorm. Rampant full orchestra, with wind machine and thunder machine.

Sunset. The start of a serene reprise of the work’s main themes, continuing into:

Ausklang. (The sonic equivalent of twilight, untranslatable from the German).

Night. A reprise of the work’s opening.
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