
The title of this evening’s concert The Hero’s Life is at once a 
reference to the heroism the call of the French horn so often 
evokes and a play on the title of a piece by Richard Strauss 
Ein Heldenleben (A Hero’s Life).  When creating Ein 
Heldenleben, Strauss remarked it has “lots of horns, horns 
being quite the thing to express heroism.” Although Ein 
Heldenleben will not be heard this evening, hornist Kristine 
Coreil and pianist Charles Jones have selected a terrific 
program centered on another Strauss composition – his Horn 
Concerto No. 2 in Eb major.  Complementing this masterpiece 
are works by three American composers of the twentieth 
century – Sam Raphling, David Amram, and one of this 
country’s musical heroes Leonard Bernstein. 
 

The composer and pianist Sam Raphling (1910-1988) was 
born and raised in Fort Worth, Texas but made his career in 
New York.  His most famous contribution is perhaps his piano 
transcription of Igor Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring recorded to 
great acclaim by pianist Dickran Atamian.  Raphling 
composed works in all genres, however, including several 
operas and songs based on writings by Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
Steven Vincent Benét, and other American authors.  A bit of 
the cowboy followed Raphling from Texas and can be heard 
in such works as Cowboy Rhapsody for violin and orchestra 
and his humorous one-act opera The Cowboy and the Fiddler.  
Raphling’s Texas and New York influences combine in his 
Sonata for French horn and piano, published in 1961, which is 
heard on this evening’s program. 

 
American composer, 
conductor, and music 

educator Leonard 
Bernstein (1918-1990) 
more often than not wrote 
his music on a grand, 
dramatic scale.  The two 
pieces which frame our 
Bernstein selections this 
evening are excerpted 
from two of Bernstein’s 
very grandest scores, 
while the middle piece is 
from a much smaller 
work.  The tender Psalm 
23 is the central 
movement from 
Bernstein’s Chichester 
Psalms for boy soprano, 

chorus, and orchestra, written as a commission for Chichester 
Cathedral in 1965.  Psalm 23 is, of course, the familiar and 
comforting poem “The Lord is My Shepherd” so often heard 
at funerals.  Elegy for Mippy I is from a collection of short 
pieces simply titled Brass Music commissioned by the 
Juilliard Musical Foundation in 1948.  Each of the five light-
hearted pieces of Brass Music was dedicated to a special dog 
in Bernstein’s life, including Mippy – a “mongrel” belonging 

to Bernstein’s brother who received the dedication on three of 
the five pieces.  Simple Song is the key movement from 
Bernstein’s MASS, a 1971 theatre piece which sets the 
traditional Latin liturgy amid a larger contemporary context 
ranging from jazz and rock to avant-garde classical music.  
The placid, unpretentious Simple Song is introduced by the 
Celebrant toward the beginning of MASS, and – in its 
reincarnation as Secret Song – ultimately restores peace to the 
often conflicting mix of musical genres. 
 
The music of prolific 
American composer 

David Amram (born 
1930) spans the classical, 
jazz, folk, and world 
music traditions.  His 
composition Blues and 
Variations for Monk for 
solo horn was written in 
honor of the legendary 
modern jazz pianist 
Thelonious Monk who 
Amram worshiped as a 
young man and who later 
became a personal friend 
of his.  Amram and Monk 
first met in November 
1955 when Amram was 
only twenty-four years old 
and just beginning to 
make a name for himself 
playing French horn at jazz clubs.  Monk was in the audience 
listening one night and asked a band member to introduce 
them, Monk was so impressed.  Amram recalls, “I almost 
fainted… I would have been afraid to even say hello to him,” 
but Monk invited Amram over to his home and the two 
quickly became friends and began playing together.  When 
Monk died in 1982, Amram decided to write Blues and 
Variations for Monk as a memorial.  Those familiar with the 
music of Thelonious Monk can hear several quotations and 
allusions to the jazz pianist’s famous recordings.  About four 
minutes in, a different reference is heard:  a brief but telling 
quotation from Richard Wagner’s Ring Cycle.  It is the 
famous horn call that symbolizes the saga’s hero Siegfried and 
that by association represents all heroes, Thelonious Monk 
included. 
 

Richard Strauss (1864-1949) 
Horn Concerto No. 2 in Eb major 
 
Richard Strauss was already in his eighth decade as a 
composer when in 1942 he created his Second Horn Concerto 
in Eb major.  A Wunderkind in the footsteps of Wolfgang 
Amadeus Mozart and Felix Mendelssohn, Strauss had begun 
composing at the age of six.  Recognition of his musical 
abilities came early as his father Franz Strauss was a talented 
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musician himself – in fact, Franz was regarded as one of the 
finest hornists of his day and served for nearly fifty years as 
the principal horn of the Munich Court Orchestra.  The 
revered Hans von Bülow even went as far as to call him “the 
Joachim of the horn,” a 
reference to the era’s 
acknowledged master of 
the violin Joseph Joachim.  
The young Richard would 
have received an intimate 
perspective on the 
mechanics and potential 
of the horn thanks to his 
father, and it is not 
surprising that, before his 
twentieth birthday, 
Richard Strauss would 
write his first concerto for 
the horn. 
 
The influence of 
Mendelssohn and Mozart 
can be clearly heard in 
this First Horn Concerto 
composed between 1882 
and 1883.  Franz Strauss was fiercely conservative in his 
musical tastes and – although he played principal horn in the 
premieres of Richard Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, Das 
Rheingold, and Die Walküre – Franz despised the music of 
Wagner and passed on this hatred to his son.  Johannes 
Brahms was Richard Strauss’ idol in his youth, and the 
conservatism of his early works is even more evocative of 
Mendelssohn – an earlier model than Brahms.  Mozart, of 
course, provided the paradigms for the horn concerto, having 
written four classic horn concerti approximately a hundred 
years earlier. 
 
Those who know anything about Richard Strauss know that he 
ultimately became one of Wagner’s strongest advocates – 
something of a successor even – adopting as well as furthering 
Wagner’s expanded orchestral palette and the leitmotiv 
structure Wagner developed through his operas.  As of the 
First Horn Concerto, however, Strauss had not yet converted. 
 
Sixty years later when Strauss turned to his Second Horn 
Concerto, Germany was in the midst of World War II and 
Strauss was living in virtual exile, having personally been 
betrayed by the Nazi regime that at first had cherished Strauss 
and his music as much as they had glorified Wagner and his.  
After completing his opera Capriccio in 1941, Strauss turned 
away from this genre which had dominated his compositional 
energies since the beginning of the twentieth century.  As 
Strauss explained to his biographer Willi Schuh, “My life’s 
work is at an end with Capriccio, and the music that I go on 
scribbling… has no significance whatever from the standpoint 
of musical history… I only do it to dispel the boredom of idle 
hours.”  Perhaps subconsciously he also saw his public career 
at an end thanks to his disenfranchisement by the Nazi regime. 
 
Regardless of the circumstances, with opera behind him, 
Strauss refocused himself on instrumental music, composing 
among other works three new concerti – his first new works in 
this genre in decades.  All three are much lighter, airier in 
their orchestral textures.  They are more concerned with 
beauty than anything else, and are far from the intense world 

of Wagner and the works Strauss had composed in recent 
years.  The late concerti in these ways represent a return to 
Strauss’ earlier music, although the promise of youth is now 
tempered by the refinement of age for certainly the advanced 
formal constructions and harmonic colorings heard in the late 
concerti emerge only from years of experience. 
 
Although the two horn concerti by Strauss share much in 
common, whatever had been said definitively in the First 
Concerto is now said ambiguously in the Second.  While the 
heroism of the First still remains in the Second, it had been 
unashamed before but is now clouded by self-doubt.  
Meanwhile, the passion of the First has ripened into a certain 
nobility by the Second. 
 
The Second Horn Concerto though not only marks a return to 
Strauss’ earlier music, but to earlier times altogether.  Here is 
the renewed clarity of the past – the age of Mozart and of 
reason versus the chaotic present.  The concerto is also a 
tribute to Strauss’ father – the man who initially brought 
Richard into contact with this vanished world through his own 
career as a hornist. 
 
The concerto is in three movements in the Classical fast-slow-
fast format.  Likewise, the first movement Allegro is in the 
standard sonata-allegro form with a brilliant introduction by 
the solo horn.  The second movement Andante con moto is 
beautifully lyrical in its noble gestures.  The third movement 
Rondo. Vivace is full of energy and joy, summoning the 
orchestral horns to join the soloist in its final moments. 
 
The Second Horn Concerto was premiered on August 11, 
1943 in Salzburg with hornist Gottfried von Freiberg as 
soloist.  Karl Böhm conducted the Salzburg Festival Orchestra 
at the premiere.  Like the full version for horn and orchestra, 
the arrangement for horn and piano was published 
posthumously in 1950. 
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Read additional program notes by Jackson at 
www.JacksonHarmeyer.com. 
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