Richard Strauss
(1864 –1949 )

Oboe Concerto

Allegro moderato – vivace
Andante
Finale: vivace

Richard Strauss’s father was a principal horn player who gave Richard a solid musical education. He wrote his first composition, aged six, and his Oboe Concerto and famous Four Last Songs about 80 years later. In 1872 he started receiving violin instruction at the Royal School of Music. He heard his first Wagner operas, when he was ten years old but his father banned him from studying Wagner’s music. It was not until six years later that Richard obtained a score of Tristan und Isolde, after which Wagner's music made a profound impact on his musical development. 
Richard Strauss is best known for his operas and tone poems. His tone poem Don Juan was premiered in 1889 and in the next five years he had his largest creative period of tone poem composition, producing Death and Transfiguration, Till Eulenspiegel's Merry Pranks, Also sprach Zarathustra, Don Quixote and Ein Heldenleben, establishing him as a leading modernist composer. In 1894 Strauss married soprano Pauline de Ahna who remained a great source of inspiration to him throughout his life. 
Between 1904 and 1934 he composed his best-known operas including Salome Elektra, Der Rosenkavalier, Ariadne auf Naxos, Die Frau ohne Schatten, Die ägyptische Helena, and Arabella. 
    	In 1933, when Strauss was 68, Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party rose to power. Although Strauss never joined the Party, for reasons of expediency he cooperated with the early Nazi regime in the hope that Hitler—an ardent Wagnerian who admired Strauss's work—would promote German art and culture. Strauss was strongly motivated by his need to protect his Jewish daughter-in-law and his Jewish grandchildren, and by his determination to preserve and conduct the music of banned composers such as Mahler and Debussy. In 1933, he (privately) wrote: “I consider the Streicher–Goebbels Jew-baiting as a disgrace to German honour”. Joseph Goebbels, meanwhile, felt it expedient to be cordial with Strauss, while writing in his diary: “Unfortunately we still need him, but one day we shall have our own music and then we shall have no further need of this decadent neurotic”. 
In April 1945, Strauss was apprehended by American soldiers at his Garmisch estate. One of them John de Lancie, an oboist with the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra, remembered asking him “if, in view of the numerous beautiful lyric solos for oboe in almost all of his works, he had ever considered writing a concerto for oboe”. Initially dismissive of the idea, Strauss completed this late work, his Oboe Concerto, before the end of the year. He expressed the wish that its American premiere be given by de Lancie, then with the Philadelphia Orchestra, but ‘orchestral politics’ prevented this.
Our orchestra are very grateful that we have as our soloist tonight Ewan Millar who was the winner of the woodwind section and a finalist in the 2020 BBC Young Musician Competition. We have played this concerto only once previously (in 1984) with Nicolas Daniel, winner of the same competition in 1980.
The concerto, scored for a relatively small orchestra, lacking oboes, trumpets and trombones, consists of three movements and lasts around 25 minutes. It is notoriously difficult for the soloist, as the phrases are often rather prolonged and constitute a severe test of endurance and breath control. 
The concerto is built up from three main melodic ideas which, Strauss said “are the point of departure for the development of the entire composition”. The first is the four fluttering semiquavers which open the piece in the cellos. The second is a long note (minim or crotchet) followed a playful figure of very short notes (semi-quavers) which is first heard at the first entry of the oboe. The third motif is first played by violins at the start of the middle Andante movement. It is three shorter notes followed by a longer note which is said to echo the rhythm of the Fate motif of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony but in this environment it does not, to me, sound very fateful.  
The three movements are played without a break. The first begins, after a little fluttering in the cellos, with the first entry of the oboe - a gracefully ornamented theme which is more than fifty bars long (the second melodic idea mentioned above). While the solo oboe rhapsodizes, the fluttering continues almost unabated in the accompaniment, having the last say as the movement ends.  
The second movement opens more or less the same as the first but with the cellos fluttering sounding more relaxed as the soloist soars above them. The leisurely pace continues, with ample opportunity for lyricism in both the orchestra and the solo oboe.  At the end a cadenza for the soloist is softly accompanied by pizzicato strings, almost like an operatic recitative—not inappropriate for such a great composer of opera as Strauss. 
The last movement is a happy, energetic affair that bounces merrily along without a break from the second movement. The finale ends with a surprise: after the second cadenza, Strauss concludes with a dance-like Allegro which comes across as a fourth movement with a character of its own.
    We are grateful for this wonderful present from the eighty year old Richard Strauss.

