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"The flower of German culture, which has bloomed for two hundred years, has
been withering away.  Its spirit has been caught up in the machine, and its crowning
glory, German opera, has been cut off for ever. My life's work is in ruins - in short,
my life is at an end."  So wrote the 80-year-old Richard Strauss , distraught at the

havoc wreaked by the Allied bombing
of Germany and Austria, and in particu-
lar the destruction of the opera houses
in Munich, Dresden and Vienna, which
had all seen premières of his operas.  It
was in this mood that he wrote
Metamorphosen in March and April
1945, the title referring to Goethe's Meta-
morphose der Pflanze  (Metamorphosis
of Plants), a treatise on the death and
renewal (seed-plant-flower-seed) of the
natural world.  One can see it as an

escape from the harsh realities of the desolated land around him, for although
sorrowful, it is a work of immense beauty, and one which was so full of personal
significance for Strauss that he could not bring himself to conduct its first
performance, although he rehearsed the orchestra in it beforehand.

If there is a musical seed for the work it is the main theme of the slow movement
of Beethoven's Eroica symphony (the "Marche funèbre"), which first appears in a
(much metamorphosed) form at the work's opening.  Strauss claimed that at first
this slipped unconsciously into the music, but  once he recognised it he exploited
it.  The harmonic richness of the individually separated strings is confined at first
to the lower instruments, but soon the violins emerge to urge the music upwards
to the climax of this initial adagio section.  There follows a change of key and a  faster
interlude, marked etwas fliessender (gradually more flowing), which builds in
intensity to a point where it can do nothing but stop dead in its tracks.  When the
music resumes it is adagio again, and the mood is if anything more grieving.  As it
moves to its end the Marche funèbre appears undisguised with Strauss's own
counter-melody above it; in the score the composer wrote "In Memoriam" over the
passage.
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