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R. Strauss: Horn Concerto No. 2


Richard Strauss, born on June 11, 1864 and died on September 8, 1949, was one of the most celebrated German composers of his era. After the deaths of Wagner, Brahms, and Mahler, Strauss was often proclaimed the greatest living German composer of his time and successor to Wagner. He wrote monumental symphonic and operatic works, while also contributing important pieces for solo instrument, voice, and chamber ensembles. Strauss was probably most well-known for his development of the tone poem. These are single-movement orchestral pieces that illustrate or evoke a poem, story, painting, landscape, or other non-musical source. Some of his most important tone poems were Don Juan, Ein Heldenleben, and Till Eulenspiegel, which feature many noteworthy orchestral excerpts for the horn. His operatic work Salome was also another very significant and influential work at the time. Strauss pushed the limits of tonality and influenced the development of atonality and serialism through this work.


He was the son of Franz Strauss, who was principal horn of the Munich court orchestra and premiered many of Wagner's most important operas. Franz played a major role in the development of Richard's early compositional style, because he oversaw much of his son's early studies in music. Franz also undoubtedly had a hand in developing his son's affinity for the horn. R. Strauss wrote many idiomatic, yet devilishly challenging solo works and orchestral parts for the horn that are still difficult to perform today.


Unfortunately, the younger Strauss only composed two major solo works for the horn. The first, written in 1883, was intended to be premiered by Franz, but he deemed it too difficult, so the task was left to Gustav Leinhos in Meiningen under von Bülow. The second, written in 1943, came at the end of Richard's life and served as a memorial to his father. It was first performed in 1943 by Gottfried von Freiberg with the Vienna Philharmonic under Karl Böhm.


These two concerti fall at opposite ends of Strauss's compositional output and are quite different in character from one another. The first is bursting with energy and emotion, which is probably why it is recorded and performed most often. This concerto is also the most accessible of the two for younger students. The second is more refined and shows how much Strauss has matured as a composer and person.  It most closely resembles the horn writing in Ein Heldenleben, due to its long, soaring melodies and the heroic, yet somber quality of the music. The aforementioned soaring melodies of this work are equally matched with passages that demand a high degree of technical facility to perform. The first and third movements are extremely demanding both musically and physically, while the second movement offers the performer a chance to relax a little and enjoy Strauss's beautiful melodic material. Also, this concerto gives the orchestra numerous opportunities to step out of the accompanimental role.

