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Program notes ‘Eine Alpensinfonie’ 2026 

 
For as long as we can remember, humans have been attracted and captivated by the beauty and 

grandeur of the natural world around them. This fascination has been reflected in art throughout 

history. Around 17,000 years ago, prehistoric humans depicted scenes of animals on the walls 

of the Lascaux caves (France), the ancient Egyptians depicted their relationship with the tides 

of the Nile in hieroglyphics, and the story of the possible creation of all-natural beauty found 

expression in various (religious) writings such as the Bible. Not only do we see that artists 

throughout our history have revealed their interest in nature in literature, painting, printmaking 

and sculpture, but we also note that composers have increasingly and more skilfully explored 

this subject in musical compositions throughout history.  

The earliest examples of this can be found in the French troubadour or minnesang 

tradition that emerged around the eleventh century; musician-poets who played music to poetry 

that sang of courtly love, conveyed by messengers such as larks in symbolic landscapes at the 

beginning of spring. This evocation of nature did not yet occur in the musical text, but with the 

help of a rich array of instruments such as the recorder, the shawm and cow horns to give extra 

power to the nature in the sung poetry. During the Renaissance (c. 1400-1600), nature was also 

depicted in music, particularly in secular Franco-Flemish chansons and Italian madrigals. Using 

textual expression, composers were able to give musical form to the pastoral themes hidden in 

poetry by placing ascending and descending musical lines under words such as descende and 

ascende to “paint” a mountain landscape, for example, or by inserting fast passages under verses 

that tell stories of fluttering birds and flowing streams. 

In later musical periods such as the Baroque (c. 1600-1750) and Classicism (c. 1750-

1800), textual expression certainly continued to exist within vocal genres such as madrigals, 

opera, oratorios, cantatas and songs. Nevertheless, we increasingly see composers incorporating 

extra-musical ideas (including nature) into purely instrumental music – which at that time was 

breaking away from vocal-instrumental music – without using a single word of text yet still 

allowing us as listeners to understand what the composer wants to portray. Think of the birds 

singing to announce the arrival of spring in Antonio Vivaldi's Le Quattro Stagioni (1725), 

Giuseppe Tartini setting his nightmare about the devil to music in the Devil's Trill Sonata (1730) 

or the ticking of a clock in François Couperin's harpsichord piece Le Tic-Toc-Choc ou les 

Maillotins (1722).  

It was Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827) who firmly established this practice of 

setting extramusical ideas to music in the nineteenth century with his Sixth Symphony, Op. 68, 



©Dries de Haas, 2026 

 

‘Pastoral’. Composed in 1808, this symphony formed the basis for Franz Liszt's (1811-1886) 

development of the symphonic poem as a new “ideal” symphonic form between 1840 and 1850, 

due to the high content of nature descriptions contained in the work. This prompted Liszt to 

reflect on the future of the symphony and led to the emergence of the Neudeutsche Schule (New 

German School), in which Richard Wagner also played a prominent role alongside Liszt. The 

school opposed classical symphonists such as Johannes Brahms and Felix Mendelssohn-

Bartholdy, who built on the aesthetic ideas of the First Viennese School (Haydn, Mozart and 

Beethoven). 

First, it is important to know that a symphonic poem is a form in which a poem or a 

programme forms the basis for the general narrative or illustration that the composition attempts 

to portray. Liszt considered this idea of elevating narrative associations in music to a fully-

fledged compositional principle to be incompatible with the symphonic form of the time, 

making it necessary to separate the symphonic poem from the symphony. This resulted in a 

one-part form (whereas a classical symphony consists of four parts) that must be understood in 

terms of the underlying programme it narrates; this can be a (literary) character, a specific event, 

a phenomenon or nature. Moreover, the symphonic poem can also be linked to its counterpart, 

the concert overture: also, a single-movement work, but detached from its theatrical context 

(theatre, opera, etc.) and therefore closely linked to the underlying narrative, such as 

Beethoven's overture to Leonore or Hector Berlioz's overture Le carnaval romain. In 

exceptional cases, symphonic poems consist of several parts, in which case they are referred to 

as a symphonic suite or cycle. 

In developing his new concept, Liszt focused primarily on Beethoven's understanding 

of nature in his Sixth Symphony. According to Beethoven, man and nature are connected in 

ideal harmony, of which music is the most obvious form of expression. In this, nature exists as 

the sublime component of our human existence; a world of truth and certainty, in which man 

and God can be one. According to Liszt, music had to be renewed by strengthening its close 

ties with poetry, thereby replacing Beethoven's assumption with a concept in which nature is 

mediated by literature. In other words, Beethoven's religious view of nature, which focuses on 

the relationship between man and God, makes way for the idea of metaphysical redemption to 

achieve unity between man and nature (the “God” factor is thus eliminated). The result of Liszt's 

search for a new form can be seen in his first symphonic poem Ce qu'on entend sur la montagne 

(1849), based on the poem of the same name by the French writer Victor Hugo from the 

collection Les feuilles d'automne (1831). 
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However, Liszt was not the first to write a symphonic poem with this title. Two years 

earlier (1847), César Franck (1822-1890), a composer born and raised in Liège, had already 

done so. Franck may have preceded Liszt in writing “the first” symphonic poem, but the work 

remained unpublished until the manuscript turned up in the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris in 

1922, thanks to the research of musicologist Julien Tiersot. Moreover, when attributing 

“musical paternity”, we must bear in mind that Franck, who was 11 years younger, undoubtedly 

benefited from Liszt's advice in his early years: in 1842, Franck dedicated his fourth piano trio 

to him and a lasting friendship developed between the two, strengthened by a shared admiration 

for the music of Bach, Beethoven and Schubert. In view of the above, Franck cannot be labelled 

the rightful “inventor” of the symphonic poem. Ultimately, it was Liszt who was much more 

deeply involved in the search for new answers to the question of what to do with the future of 

the symphonic form. 

Franck's Ce qu'on entend sur la montagne belongs to his early symphonic period, which 

he would soon abandon in favour of writing organ, piano and chamber music. It was not until 

30 to 40 years later that Franck would compose for orchestra again, with masterpieces such as 

Variations symphoniques (1885) and the Symphony in D minor (1888) as absolute highlights in 

his symphonic oeuvre. Unlike Liszt's composition of the same name, Franck's is more 

reminiscent of the work of Franz Schubert (1797-1828). The general structure of Ce qu'on 

entend sur la montagne can be strongly linked to the “infinite” sonata forms in Schubert's piano 

sonatas, which are so extensive that the listener risks losing his grip on the form. Although 

Franck's work is free and not strictly in sonata form (another characteristic of the symphonic 

poem), like Schubert's, it has an elongated temporal dimension thanks to long arcs of tension 

and a slow harmonic development. This, combined with the use of a slowly growing build-up 

of tension, makes this music sound rather monumental. In addition, Franck uses compositional 

and playing techniques that were quite new for the time, including the use of flageolets and up 

to six divisions in the strings, chromaticism and harmony as a form of expression, and an 

orchestration reminiscent of the registers of a church organ (Franck was himself an organist). 

Taking all these characteristics together, it seems as if the work is already looking 20 years 

ahead in time: to Anton Bruckner's “cathedral” symphonies and Wagner's sound world in the 

opera tetralogy Der Ring des Nibelungen. 

Hugo's poem describes how a poet on a mountain hears two voices and interprets them. 

On the one hand, there is the voice of nature: harmonious and divine; on the other hand, we 

hear the voice of man: full of suffering and despair. The poet wonders how it is possible that 

there is so much order in nature and disorder in man. The two are weighed against each other 
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but not reconciled. Franck beautifully expresses this dichotomy in the interaction between 

strings and (wood)wind instruments: two separate voices, each with their own thematic 

material. The composer sketches the calm on the misty mountain top in the opening bars with 

a low bass pedal (which seems to look ahead to the introduction of Wagner's 1854 music drama 

Das Rheingold), on which he elaborates a large mystical flageolet chord over the two violin 

parts. On these main building blocks, Franck manages to construct a composition that sparkles 

with harmonic modulations, tempo changes and powerful contrasts. The work is not only a 

faithful reflection of the spirit of Hugo's poem; this “architecture of sounds” also fulfils the wish 

that Liszt expressed in his preface to his piano collection Album d'un voyageur, namely, to 

express “all the turmoil that rages in the inaccessible depths of imperishable desires and infinite 

premonitions”. 

It will come as no surprise that the beautiful and less beautiful aspects of nature have 

amazed and influenced artists – and people in general – for centuries. What is remarkable, 

however, is that the mountains that feature in the works of Hugo, Liszt and Franck only later 

gained a firm foothold as a subject in the arts. Although the Italian poet Petrarch climbed Mont 

Ventoux on 26 April 1336 (without a racing bike, mind you), wrote a travelogue about it and 

thus contributed to the development of tourism and mountaineering, mountains only became a 

fascination in the collective memory from the beginning of the nineteenth century onwards. 

Initially, this fascination arose from a race to reach Europe's highest peaks: London researchers 

came to conduct scientific expeditions even before the French, Germans, Swiss and Austrians 

had conquered them themselves. This led to the mass establishment of mountaineering clubs to 

compete with the British and thus regain control of scientific research on the Alps. Initially, 

these clubs were reserved for the elite, but little by little, the middle class was also able to enjoy 

mountain climbing and the beautiful views. This not only led to an increased interest in the 

place of nature (and the mountains in particular) within the modern world, but this culture was 

also quickly considered part of the Romanticism movement. For the people of that time, the 

mountains symbolised risk, the overcoming of individual obstacles, purity, emotions, 

reflections on the increasingly urbanised environment, the search for the sublime and the 

expression of religious feelings (“religious” not in the strict sense of the word). In a “new” 

world dominated by mechanisation, in which new discoveries changed the lives of ordinary 

people so quickly and profoundly, the mountains became a symbol of stability and purity and 

embodied an aesthetic standard for Romantic values. 

It is this “sublime” concept of nature that the German painter Caspar David Friedrich 

(1774-1840) masterfully captured in what is perhaps his most famous painting, Der Wanderer 
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über dem Nebelmeer (1818), in which he depicts a figure seen from behind, standing on a high 

rock overlooking a sea of fog and the mountains that surround him. It is striking that the male 

figure with a walking stick is dressed rather urbanely, suggesting that he is a city dweller trying 

to escape his daily worries in the ever-expanding metropolis, by wandering around and 

searching for sublime experiences in nature that might offer comfort and answers to his doubts 

about his place in the world, modernisation and his existence in general. Given that Friedrich, 

like the figure, also had red hair and was a man of the city, it is quite possible that this is a self-

portrait which – although only after his death – would leave a lasting mark on all art forms 

within Romanticism. After all, it is quite possible that themes such as the contraposition of man 

versus nature and alpinism inspired Victor Hugo (also a city dweller) was inspired by works of 

this kind and, together with his own climbing experiences, which he wrote down in travelogues, 

felt the need to integrate the mountains into his poetry, which in turn enabled composers such 

as Franck and Liszt to introduce this theme into music through poetry. 

In addition to the two composers mentioned above, others also depicted (mountain) 

landscapes in their musical compositions. Think of the Apennines in Berlioz's Harold en Italie 

(1834), the Scandinavian landscape in Edvard Grieg's Peer Gynt (1875), the mountains of his 

homeland in Bedřich Smetana's Má vlast (1878) and Modest Mussorgsky's Night on Bald 

Mountain (completed posthumously by Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov in 1886). Thanks in part to 

these symphonic poems (and suites/cycles), the genre flourished in the nineteenth century. 

Nevertheless, towards the end of the nineteenth century, it came under pressure from the 

musical philosophies of Hanslick and Schopenhauer, who questioned its raison d'être. 

According to them, the anecdotal rendering of the details of a story no longer seemed to belong 

to the essence of music. While the symphonic poem slowly declined, there was one composer 

who managed to reinvent the genre, extend its lifespan and get away with continuing to 

compose within this style despite the many innovations during the Jahrhundertwende (ca. 1880-

1914): the German composer Richard Strauss (1864-1949). 

When Strauss began working on the symphonic poem Macbeth (based on Shakespeare's 

play of the same name) in 1886, followed four years later by a successful premiere in Weimar, 

he could hardly have imagined that by the end of the century he would become the undisputed 

representative of a musical genre that had been causing controversy for more than a generation: 

programme music. And indeed, with the single-movement works for large orchestra that 

followed Macbeth, such as the metaphysical Tod und Verklärung (1889), the mischievous Till 

Eulenspiegel's Merry Pranks (1895), the fantastic variations of Don Quixote (1897) and the 

quasi-autobiographical Ein Heldenleben (1898), Strauss would significantly expand the 
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possibilities with which a piece of music could be associated with poetry, literature, theatre (and 

even his own composer!). At the same time, Strauss' music was and remains unmistakably 

original – perhaps comparable in quality only to that of his good friend Gustav Mahler – but it 

was certainly also a product of its time. To distinguish his innovative symphonic poems from 

those of Liszt, Strauss called them Tondichtung, of which he wrote about 11. 

From the turn of the century onwards, Strauss felt that his calling lay in musical drama. 

With the success that followed, he (temporarily) stopped composing tone poems. His 

breakthrough in opera came mainly with the following three masterpieces, which were written 

in relatively quick succession: Salome (1905), based on the play of the same name by Oscar 

Wilde, Elektra (1908) and Der Rosenkavalier (1911), both with librettos by Strauss' colleague 

and friend Hugo von Hofmannsthal. With Salome and Elektra, Strauss radicalised Wagnerian 

music drama to the point of dissolution: where Wagner aimed for mythical redemption, Strauss 

showed psychological disruption without a supernatural perspective: the heroic gave way to the 

pathological, leitmotifs became obsessive cells and tonality became overheated. This is entirely 

in line with the rise of musical modernism under Arnold Schönberg (1874-1951) and the 

resulting development of atonality, which caused Strauss considerable doubt. Which path 

should he take as a composer: the modernist side or sticking to the romantic tonal language? 

With Der Rosenkavalier, it seems as if he definitively pinned down his choice for the rest of his 

life: away from expressionist extremes, back to a historical model of light, transparent 

dramaturgy and ensemble culture, clearly indebted to Mozart's comedy Le nozze di Figaro. The 

fact that Strauss adhered to the romantic, nineteenth-century compositional tradition from then 

until his last composition, Vier letzte Lieder (1949), with an output of dozens of compositions 

of superior quality (opera and symphonic), while other composing colleagues had long since 

been swept away by the modernist movement, makes Strauss not only the last romantic, but 

also one of the most radical and most admirable composers of his time. 

After his success with Salome, Strauss was finally a wealthy composer, enabling him to 

purchase his beloved villa in picturesque Garmisch-Partenkirchen, where he would live and 

work in peace until his death. Surrounded and inspired by the Bavarian Alpine landscape and 

the beautiful natural surroundings, Strauss set about composing his greatest and last tone poem, 

Eine Alpensinfonie (1915), which would also mark the definitive end of the relatively short 

existence of the symphonic poem. It had been 12 years since he had last composed a piece in 

that genre (Sinfonia Domestica, 1903), but the death of Gustav Mahler on 18 May 1911 set 

Strauss thinking again, as evidenced by the following rather confused diary entries: 
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“Gustav Mahler passed away on 19 May [18 May, ed.], after a long period of illness. The 

death of this ambitious, idealistic and energetic artist [is] a great loss. Read Wagner's 

moving autobiography with emotion.  

 […] 

    As a Jew, Mahler would still have found Christianity uplifting. As an old man, the hero 

Rich[ard] Wagner sank back down to Mahler's level, resulting from Schopenhauer's sphere 

of influence.  

    It is perfectly clear to me that the German nation can only gain new strength by breaking 

free from the chains of Christianity. […] 

 I intend to call my Alpine Symphony “Antichrist”, as it implies moral purification through 

one's own actions, freedom through work and worship of eternal glorious Nature.” 

 

As an avid reader of the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), Strauss, unlike Liszt with 

Beethoven, no longer felt the need to emphasise the divine aspect of the relationship between 

man and nature, given that Nietzsche's view of the world allowed only a godless concept of 

nature; a view that Strauss shared with many of his contemporaries, including Gustav Mahler 

in his Third Symphony from 1896. It was no coincidence that this was the same year in which 

Strauss published the symphonic poem Also sprach Zarathustra, based on Nietzsche's book of 

the same name: 

 

“As Zarathustra climbed the mountain, he reflected on his many wanderings since his 

youth, and on how many mountains, ridges and peaks he had already climbed. I am a 

wanderer and mountaineer. […] And whatever fate and experience now come my way – it 

will have to do with wandering and mountaineering: in the end, you only experience 

yourself." 

 

This romantic idea of “experiencing only yourself” is entirely in line with how Strauss tried to 

work: in seclusion, surrounded by nature. This practice was adopted by many nineteenth-

century artists, to mention Caspar David Friedrich and Gustav Mahler once again. It is therefore 

not surprising that Strauss moved to Garmisch in 1908, surrounded by the Alps at the foot of 

the Zugspitze (Germany's highest mountain peak, 2962 m). This place gave him the intellectual 

peace to fuel his stream of beautiful melodies, as well as the nostalgic feeling of the mountain 

holidays of his youth. 
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In the summer of 1879, the then 15-year-old Richard spent his holidays with his family 

150 km south of Munich, in Murnau am Staffelsee. Thanks to the railway line completed that 

year, train travel and therefore easier tourism to that village was possible. On 26 August of that 

year, he sent a letter to his friend Ludwig Thuille with his account of a real Bergpartie, a hiking 

trip through the Alps. If we are to believe Strauss, the climbing party left Murnau in the middle 

of the night by horse and cart for the foot of the mountains. From there, they began the five-

hour climb, in the dark with only a lantern, to the summit of the Heimgarten (1,790 m). At 

dawn, the group of climbers had a view of various peaks and lakes, including the Zugspitze. 

After midday, the group got lost and, after three hours of wandering around, they ended up in a 

severe summer storm that uprooted trees and prevented them from crossing the Kochelsee by 

boat, forcing them to walk around the lake on foot. This meant they had to spend the night there 

and return to Murnau the next morning. Strauss ends his letter: “The trip was interesting, special 

and original to the highest degree. The next day I played the whole scene on the piano. And of 

course: grand tone painting and nonsense (according to Wagner).” This adventure was the direct 

inspiration for the musical narrative behind Eine Alpensinfonie. Furthermore, it confirms the 

phenomenon of the shift from mountaineering as a scientific necessity to mountaineering as a 

leisure activity of the bourgeoisie.  For Strauss as a person, this letter represents the beginning 

of his lifelong fascination with the mountains. His sister Johanna writes about his “love for 

everything, the mountains and forests, meadows and flowers, for all animals, he was great. After 

his marvellous excursions, he could pour out his heart to his friends through his writing, which 

also directly stimulated his musical fantasies [...].” This quote beautifully emphasises Strauss’s 

relationship with culture and nature, which he wanted to reunite at all costs in his oeuvre. 

In addition to Nietzsche and his own love of nature, Strauss was also inspired by the 

work of Swiss painter Karl Stauffer (1857-1891). The very first sketches for Eine Alpensinfonie 

date back to Eine Künstlertragödie, a tone poem that he began around 1900. The subtitle of the 

work was: Liebestragödie eines Künstlers – dem Andenken Karl Stauffer (Love Tragedy of an 

Artist – in Memory of Karl Stauffer). Like Strauss, Stauffer retreated to the Alps, where, in 

addition to being a painter, he was also a great mountaineer, as his ascent of the Swiss 

Wetterhorn (3692 m) can be considered very impressive for that time. For Stauffer, climbing 

was more than just recreation and a physical activity. Like Strauss, it was truly a psychological-

hygienic activity, an antidote to modernity. In this way, the mountains became a source of 

inspiration for both artists' artistic output. We can also link them to Nietzsche, who lived in the 

Swiss Alps between 1880 and 1889 due to his insanity. During those years, he wrote his 
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Zarathustra there, inspired by the mountains, but also polemics such as Der Antichrist. Fluch 

auf das Christenthum, texts that directly influenced Strauss. 

Although it took Strauss a long time to formulate his ideas for Eine Alpensinfonie, the 

actual writing process was relatively short, lasting from 1911 to 1915. Strauss structured the 

music around 22 subheadings that function as semantic vectors, elements that add extra 

meaning to the music. They roughly describe a walk through the Alpine landscape, a walk that 

closely resembles Strauss's description of his walk in the summer of 1879. The music begins in 

the middle of the night and quickly leads to the sunrise that the walker encounters on his climb 

to the top of the mountain. He passes through forests, streams, waterfalls, flower-filled 

meadows and alpine pastures, but also encounters dangerous passages, such as undergrowth on 

winding paths and shifting glaciers. Once he reaches the summit, the hiker experiences a feeling 

of the sublime, after which he begins his descent. Suddenly, a fog rises, the sun slowly darkens 

and it begins to drizzle. The protagonist ends up in a gigantic storm. After rain comes sunshine, 

and the hiker continues his descent as the sun sets, returning home and taking one last look at 

the summit before night falls. The day – and the adventure – is over. 

To elaborate these scenes in detail, Strauss utilises an exuberant large orchestra, which 

is still completely overshadowed by Elektra, Salome and the ballet music for Josephs Legende 

(1914). In this way, the composer enables himself to pull out all the stops in terms of colour in 

service of the narrative, namely the sublime experience of nature that the protagonist 

experiences throughout the composition. Where Beethoven was still limited in his depiction of 

the storm in his Sixth Symphony and resorted to the use of fast notes, dissonances and timpani 

rolls, Strauss uses new instruments here, such as wind and thunder machines in the percussion, 

to imitate these natural sounds almost literally. In addition, the abundance of brass instruments 

creates a mountainous grandeur, and cowbells are used to depict the alpine meadows. Although 

the orchestra of more than 100 musicians looks like a wall of sonic violence, Strauss uses it 

very carefully and modestly to shape his musical painting. Only here and there is there a big 

outburst that requires all the musicians to play at the same time. 

Depicting mountains in visual art is difficult enough, let alone in a musical composition. 

Strauss maps out his Alpine landscape in two ways: on the one hand, he sketches the landscape, 

and on the other, he looks at the feelings of the mountaineer and how he experiences the 

sublimity of nature. In Eine Alpensinfonie, nature and inner experience coincide completely. 

What appears to be a series of landscape scenes – Nacht, Sonnenaufgang, Am Wasserfall, Auf 

dem Gipfel – turns out to be a psychological journey in musical terms. Strauss paints the Alps 

with astonishing orchestral concreteness: dark strings in cluster harmony and low winds let the 
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night breathe, brass fanfares open the horizon at sunrise, chirping woodwinds and harp 

glissandos make the water cascade down the rock. But these descriptions of nature are never 

merely illustrative. In moments such as Vision and Elegy, the gaze turns inward and the 

landscape becomes a mirror of the soul: harmonies become more expansive or, conversely, 

more melancholic, themes dissolve into contemplative silence and melancholy or grow into 

ecstatic climaxes. Thus, a double dramaturgy unfolds: the external climb to the mountain top 

runs parallel to an inner search for insight and self-transcendence. In addition, by adding a large 

organ to the orchestra, Strauss creates an extra “religious” dimension to the sublime experience 

of the hiker. When evening and night return at the end of the piece, the circle is complete – not 

only in nature, but also in the human experience that Strauss captured in music. 

Seen in this light, Eine Alpensinfonie takes on its full meaning not only as an impressive 

depiction of nature, but also as the culmination of Strauss's thinking about humanity, nature and 

art. In this cycle from night to night, in which landscapes and inner experience coincide, Richard 

Strauss joins a late Romantic tradition that he has taken to its extreme limits. Completed and 

premiered during the First World War, this work sounds like a monumental counterpoint to a 

world in crisis. At the same time, it forms the apotheosis and finale of the symphonic poem: 

what began with Liszt as an innovative ideal reaches its most exuberant, technically refined and 

philosophically charged form here. Strauss's involvement in the cultural life surrounding the 

Salzburg Festival in 1917 fits in with the same conviction that art has a moral and social role to 

play: “Our future lies in art, especially music. In times when spiritual goods are rarer than 

material ones, and selfishness, jealousy and hatred rule the world, music will contribute greatly 

to the restoration of love between people,” he wrote in the festival's founding document. In this 

light, Eine Alpensinfonie can be heard as Strauss's last large-scale contribution to a nineteenth-

century genre that saw both its peak and its demise in his lifetime. 
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