
STRAUSS 

Metamorphosen
Strauss’s Metamorphosen is a memorial for the 
culture that he could see in ruins all around 
him at the end of the Second World War. 
That’s a simple truth of this work for 
23 strings, with music that’s made from, and 
quotes, the Funeral March from Beethoven’s 
‘Eroica’ Symphony. But there’s much more in 
Strauss’s piece, because, as a musical 
experience, it’s not simply half an hour of 
endless keening and lamenting. It’s easy to 
think that Strauss is creating a piece that’s 
only about looking backwards but 
Metamorphosen is just as visionary, 
contemporary and musically compelling a 
response to what art could do at the end of 
the Second World War as anything that 
younger composers were up to. 

Let’s take a quick slice through time, to find 
out what some musical contemporaries were 
doing. In the same year, 1945, Pierre Boulez 
composed his Notations for solo piano, 12 tiny 
shards of brilliant, brutalist, modernist 
possibility, to which he would return decades 
later, amplifying them into an (incomplete) 
series of orchestrations. In Russia, Dmitry 
Shostakovich wrote his scurrilously and 
scandalously anti-triumphalist Ninth 
Symphony, a sardonic tribute to the regime’s 
victory in the Great Patriotic War. And in 
America in 1946, the year Metamorphosen 
was first performed, Aaron Copland wrote 
one of the most hopeful musical manifestos 
of the 20th century, his Third Symphony, 
which ends with a symphonicised version of 
his Fanfare for the Common Man, the New 
Deal made into music.

BEETHOVEN 

Symphony No. 3
What’s in a key? Beethoven knew what he 
was doing by writing his ‘Heroic’ symphony in 
E flat major. In those pre-equal-temperament 
days, every key had a different instrumental 
colour and set of topical and even emotional 
associations; a sensitivity to timbre and tuning 
we’ve arguably lost in our era of equally 
tempered pianos and MIDI-infected ears. 

In any case, E flat major was associated with 
majestic gravity and seriousness throughout 
the 18th and early 19th centuries: just take 
Mozart as an example and you get The Magic 
Flute or the 39th Symphony, both E flat 
major masterpieces of high seriousness as 
well as humanity. But such is the influence of 
Beethoven’s symphony that this piece is 
responsible for a whole new set of 
associations that accrue to E flat major 
during the rest of the 19th century, especially 
for Austro-German composers. Apart from 
the ‘Eroica’, the other most famous piece in 
the orchestral repertory with something 
heroic in its title is Strauss’s Ein Heldenleben, 
‘A Hero’s Life’. Its key? E flat major, of 
course. Strauss was also composing in 
Richard Wagner’s wake, and Wagner turned 
E flat major into the sounding symbol of his 
creation myth of the modern and the mythic 
world: the opening five minutes of The Ring 
are nothing more than a sensuously 
articulated E flat major chord, the sounds  
of the welling Rhine at the start of Das 
Rheingold. Mind you, the Rhine had been 
made into E flat major decades before: that’s 
the key of Schumann’s ‘Rhenish’ Symphony. 
And with all of those associations behind 
him, Gustav Mahler takes E flat major into 
the cosmos at the end of his Second 
Symphony; but it’s also the start and 

end-point for the most jubilant and 
grandiloquent music he ever composed,  
his Eighth Symphony, the ‘Symphony  
of a Thousand’.
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