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Prelude to Parsifal, WWV111
Richard Wagner (1813-1883)

Parsifal, Wagner's last music drama, tells of how, corrupted by sins, the Kingdom
of the Grail, with its guardians of the chalice used to collect Jesus' sacrificial blood,
is saved by the title character, a “pure fool made wise through compassion”. Filled
with elements of Christian, Buddhist and Schopenhauerian thought, and often
considered in connection with ideas Wagner expressed elsewhere, the work has
been variously interpreted and remains highly controversial. Whatever our views
on such accusations brought against it as misogyny and racism, it would do us
good to bear in mind its central message, to wit, that we all sin and suffer but
our need for redemption can be satisfied. Wagner completed the music drama
in 1882, but he scored the Prelude to Act 1 as early as 1878 and conducted its
premiere that year on Christmas Day.

The slow-moving Prelude begins with an unaccompanied melody whose notes
avoid falling on the beat, an evocation of mediaeval plainchant. The melody
is repeated, this time harmonised and floating against a shimmering backdrop
emanating piety or sanctity. A chorale exudes confidence in the middle section,
often with different instrumental groups alternating in call and response. But
the opening chant-like melody returns fragmented, confronted with string
tremolos with constant changes in dynamics, the music modulating restlessly,
growing increasingly anguished — all suggesting that the Kingdom of the Grail
is in serious trouble.
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Death and Transfiguration (Tod und Verkldarung), Op. 24
Richard Strauss (1864 -1949)

Richard Strauss’ breakthrough as a composer came in his mid-twenties, when he
produced his first symphonic, or tone, poems, where musical form is dictated by
the extramusical subject matter being treated. These works are characterised
by their remarkably vivid depiction of dramatic events, and betray the influence
of Wagner’s music dramas. Indeed, the very title of the 1889 work Death and
Transfiguration (Tod und Verkldrung) echoes Tristan und Isolde, where Wagner
uses the word Verklarung to denote the change that at the end comes over the
heroine, who finds fulfilment only in death. The idea is similar in Strauss’ tone
poem.

In a scenario devised by the composer himself, a sick artist, while asleep,
breathes irregularly, as the syncopated strings suggest, and dreams of pleasant
things of the past, to harp accompaniment. But he soon awakens and has a
painful struggle with death, in a section marked allegro molto agitato (fast
and very agitated). Exhausted, he flashes back to his childhood and youth, the
music becoming respectively tender and vigorous. His lifelong striving for the
artistic Ideal is represented by an appassionato passage leading to a noble,
rising theme, thrice stated but in fact first presented in a low register near the
end of the aforementioned agitated struggle. A brief reappearance of the
syncopated opening music is followed by death throes, and the soul leaves
the body at a stroke of the tam-tam. The music then gradually proceeds from
the lowest sounds to the highest, before the theme of the Ideal is reiterated,
tranquillo. Hitherto a mere melodic fragment, this theme now blossoms into
a full-fledged melody, and with it the music builds up to a refulgent climax.
Atthe end thereis another threefold presentation of the theme, but it settles into
the work’s harmonic goal only the third time round. The soul, in the composer’s
own words, has finally “[found] consummated in the most glorious form in the
eternal cosmos that which could not be fulfilled here below”.
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Symphony No. 8 in G, Op. 88
Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904)

I. Allegro con brio
Il. Adagio
Ill. Allegretto grazioso

IV. Allegro, ma non troppo

Dvofdk had his Eighth Symphony published by the London firm Novello
rather than by Simrock in Berlin as usual, and conducted a performance of it
in Cambridge upon receiving there an honorary doctorate. It is nevertheless
strange and misleading that it used to be known as the “English”, especially
considering that his Seventh never acquired such a subtitle even though it was
commissioned by the Philharmonic Society of London and premiered in that
city. Like the majority of Dvorak’s symphonies, the Eighth was first performed in
Prague. There he completed the work in late 1889 (the same year Strauss did his
Tod und Verkldrung), although much of it was written earlier that year in his
summer residence in the village of Vysokd, a plot of land that his profitable
engagements in England had enabled him to purchase several years ago.

This symphony, in G major, is widely regarded as Dvorak’s sunniest and liveliest,
but there is no shortage of dark, minor-key music in it. Indeed, it opens with a
serious, hymn-like introduction of sorts in G minor before the flute plays a bouncy
birdsong in the major. The hymn-like music returns twice in the movement, the
first time to fool the listener into thinking that there is an exposition repeat,
the second time to turn into an awesome storm. Amazingly, when the storm
has subsided, the expected birdsong is first played in a low register by the cor
anglais — the instrument’s only appearance in the entire work. The Adagio
abounds with surprises. At the start, a melody in the strings begins lyrically and
apparently in E-flat major, but ends funereally in C minor. The following music
keeps the listener guessing whether the movement is in major or minor, until
a carefree middle section dispels any such uncertainty in unequivocal C major.
Nothing prepares the listener, however, for the dramatic climaxes later in the
movement, the first triumphant, the second almost agonised, nor for the final
emotional outburst shortly before the serene conclusion. In the third movement,
a haunting waltz in G minor contrasts with a charming country dance in G major.
The latter is transformed into a brisk duple-time dance in the coda. The G major
finale is announced by a fortissimo trumpet fanfare that prefigures the ensuing
gentle cello theme, numerous variations on which are then presented. A central
section in C minor with a stomping rhythm grows turbulent, and eventually
leads to a return of the fanfare and the cello music. A further series of variations
follows, seemingly aimless and increasingly lethargic. But the most boisterous of
the earlier variations comes back and drives the symphony to its explosive close.
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Tragic Overture, Op. 81
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

Some of Brahms’ orchestral works come in pairs of highly contrasting characters,
and such contrast may be detected simply by noting whether the work is in a
major or a minor key. Thus, his First Symphony in C minor of 1876 was followed
by the Second in D major of 1877, and the Third in F major of 1883 by the Fourth
in E minor of 1885. In the summer of 1880, right between these pairs of big
works came a pair of small ones, the Academic Festival Overture, which opens
in C minor yet stays in the major for most of its remainder, succeeded by the
Tragic Overture, which isin D minor and contains little musicin the major. Brahms
composed the former, “a very jolly potpourri of student songs a la Suppé” as he
put it, in acknowledgement of an honorary doctorate conferred on him, but it
is unclear whether he produced the latter out of any extramusical motivation.
In any event, he wrote of the pair, “The one weeps, the other laughs.”

The deeply unsettling start of the Tragic Overture sets its tone, with two heaven-
rending chords like flashes of lightning; a thunderous drum roll; a melody that
begins softly and smoothly but crescendoes in dotted rhythm and ends two
octaves above its starting pitch; and a tonality that remains ambiguous until a
few pages into the score. In the middle of this implacably dour piece, the dotted-
rhythm material develops into what sounds like a funeral march. Elsewhere
appears a subsidiary theme that is comforting, even heartening, but the music
stays in the major mode only briefly, like a rare moment of sunlight in an overcast
sky, a hope summarily dashed in an impossible situation.
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Symphony No. 3 in F, Op. 90
Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)

I. Allegro con brio
Il. Andante
Ill. Poco allegretto
IV. Allegro

Both the Second and the Third Symphonies of Brahms were written quickly, are in
a major key, and begin with a three-note figure that recurs later in the work. But
whereas the former is expansive and easygoing, the latter is terse and tense; and
whereas the three-note figure of the former spawns diverse thematic materials,
that of the latter basically remains unchanged as a motto with long rhythmic
values.

Wind instruments usher in the Symphony No. 3 in F major with three rising notes,
F, A-flat and F, suggesting F minor rather. These notes immediately reappear in
the bassline that supports the muscular, sweeping first theme in the violins. By
the end of this melody, the three-note motto has already sounded three more
times, and it will return often. Brahms turns the “graceful”, idyllic clarinet tune
of the second theme into "agitated” music in the development, and subdues
the powerful first theme in the coda. The contour of the motto resurfaces in
the principal theme of both middle movements. That of the Andante is another
idyllic clarinet melody; that of the Poco allegretto, a yearning tune played several
times, each time differently orchestrated. The contrasting section of the third
movement serves as a delicate interlude, but that of the second is of far greater
consequence. It starts pensively with two repeated notes, short, then long,
followed by two repeated chords of the same rhythm, and a triplet. Towards
the end of the movement, the music dwells on such repeated notes and chords,
mysterious and portentous. Indeed, this pensive material comes back asa chorale,
initially sinister and subsequently vicious, in the finale, which is dark F minor, a
full expression of what is suggested by the three-note motto. The movement
begins with a melody slithering quietly like a dangerous snake, and proceeds
with the force of a life-and-death struggle; even the major-key subordinate
theme, striving optimistically against fate, soon turns minor and is swept away
by music of tremendous ferocity. It is not until the coda, its disorienting start in
distant B minor notwithstanding, that peace and reconciliation are at last found,
with the slithering melody, the three-note motto, the chorale and the opening
movement’'s sweeping theme all recollected, now softer and slower asin a dream,
bringing the symphony to its luminous F major conclusion.
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Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Also sprach Zarathustra), Op. 30
Richard Strauss (1864-1949)

(untitled) —

Von den Hinterweltlern (Of the Afterworldsmen) —

Von der groBBen Sehnsucht (Of the Great Longing) —

Von den Freuden- und Leidenschaften (Of the Passions of Pleasure and Pain) —
Das Grablied (The Grave Song) —

Von der Wissenschaft (Of Science) —

Der Genesende (The Convalescent) —

Das Tanzlied (The Dance Song) —

Nachtwandlerlied (Night-Wanderer’s Song)

After Death and Transfiguration (Tod und Verkldrung) of 1889, Richard Strauss wrote
no more tone poem for five and a half years. By the time he returned to the genre,
he had rejected Schopenhauer’s metaphysics, which encourages denial of the will and
asceticism, as well as Wagner’'s music of redemption and transcendence, which espouses
it. Strauss’ break with these predecessors was prompted by Nietzsche's. The gleeful
self-assertion and rebellious cultural criticism of the latter's Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Also
sprach Zarathustra), in particular, were congenial enough to inspire a tone poem of the
same title in 1896. Yet, as the composer explained, "I did notintend to write philosophical
music or portray Nietzsche's great work musically. | meant rather to convey in music an
idea of the evolution of the human race from its origin, through the various phases of
development, religious as well as scientific, up to Nietzsche's idea of the Superman.”

In his book, Nietzsche uses Zarathustra, or Zoroaster, reputed founder of the religious
movement Zoroastrianism, as a mouthpiece for his own thoughts. Strauss’ tone poem
opens in C major with a depiction of the rising sun, which the wise title character
addresses before descending from the mountains where he has lived as a hermit for
a decade. The three rising notes in the trumpets, C, G and C, representing Nature or
the Universe, will be restated frequently throughout the work (much more so than
those that launch Brahms' Third Symphony!). Strauss employs a few of Nietzsche's
chapter titles to head his musical sections. “Of the Afterworldsmen” introduces hymn-
like music suggesting blind religious faith and, in pizzicato cellos and basses, a B minor
phrase suggesting Man's longing; both of these elements are developed in “Of the
Great Longing”, the next section. "Of the Passions of Pleasure and Pain” conjures up a
tempestuous sea of emotions, which evaporates in the plaintive “Grave Song”. A dreary
fugue, that most “learned” of musical forms, begins "Of Science”, but is interrupted
before resuming in “The Convalescent”, where Zarathustra has an epiphany, falls into a
trance, and rouses after seven days. A passage of sustained euphoria leads to “The Dance
Song”, a jolly waltz that grows manic. The climax coincides with the first of twelve bell
strokes that ring in midnight and the “Night-Wanderer's Song”. In the final moments,
B major music, which represents Man, ascends into the stratosphere, counterposed by
the Nature motif in Cin the lowest register. Man and Nature being irreconcilable after
all, the tone poem comes to a suitably unsatisfying stop.

Programme notes of both concerts by Ernest Wan
(Ernest Wan is a culture and arts writer and translator who specialises in music criticism.)
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