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RICHARD STRAUSS 
#764 

JOSEPHSLEGENDE - PROGRAMME NOTES 

THE MUSIC 

For all that the world associates the rhythms of the dance, pre-eminently 

and unforgettable the waltz, with the music of Richard Strauss, the ballet, 

strictly-speaking, played but an infinitesimal part in the composer's seven- 

decade career. His most celebrated contribution to the genre, the score for 

Josephslegende, was termed by its scenarist, the famed Viennese poet, Hugo 

von Hofmannsthal, as a Zwischenarbeit - "a work between works." His comment 

may sound denigrating to the hour-long score, but it is essential to realize 
that the period of composition, late 1912, 1913, and the early part of the 

succeeding year, were consumed by two of these collaborators' most important 

works, the first version of the opera, Ariadne auf Naxos, given its premiere 

performance in Stuttgart on 25 October 1912, and the pair's most ambitious 

contribution to the operatic repertoire, the extended allegory, Die Frau ohne 

Schatten, which would not be produced until the autumn of 1919 in Vienna. 

During this period, also, Strauss was deep into work on another of his 

lengthy, heavily scored tone-poems, the Alpensinfonie, first heard by Berlin 

in 1925, 

Yet as a perusal of the Strauss-Hofmannsthal will indicate, it was not 

uncommon for the pair to attack several projects simultaneously (in truth, 

the correspondence suggests that Hofmannsthal's part in these collaborations 

tended to be completed, at least to his own initial satisfaction fairly 

early on, while it was Strauss who fiddled and fussed over the scores). 

Having completed the Ariadne score, Strauss was prepared to take a 

brief respite before plunging into Frau, when Hofmannsthal considered the 

drafting of a ballet scenario. The poet had toyed with the idea years earlier 

(a work called The Triumph of Time) and he knew of the Strauss sketches for 

an uncompleted work called Kythere, a proposed ballet inspired by the paintings 

of Watteau. It was also a score which contained melodic ideas that would serve 

for several later scores, including Ariadne. 

Deciding on a biblical subject and settling on the Old Testament story 

of Joseph and his adventures in Potiphar's household, Hofmannsthal sought a 
literary collaborator in his friend, Count Harry Kessler. 

Kessler was a curious figure in the cultural life of pre-war Europe. 

The son of a wealthy German-Swiss father, he was educated at Ascot (with 

Churchill) and dabbled alternately in literature, publishing (he owned a 

private press in Weimar) and even diplomacy, becoming the first German Minister 

to the newly created state of Poland in 1919. Unlike the pragmatically in- 

clined Strauss, Kessler could easily match Hofmannsthal in extravagantly 
fuzzy flights of literary fancy. 

The motivating force behind Hofmannsthal's labors was, undoubtedly, 

the then-current popularity of Serge Diaghilev and his Russian ballet. 

Already the impresario had inspired Stravinsky, Ravel, Prokofieff and 

Debussy, Picasso, Fokine and Nijinsky to create some of their finest works, 

and Hofmannsthal supposed, quite correctly, that Diaghilev would be only too 

happy to add the name of Strauss to his roster. 

Strauss worked through the summer on what was to be a score in his 
typically lush manner, but found himself stalled at the first entry of his 
principal character, no doubt occasioned by the philosophically mystical tone 
of Kessler's scenario (e.g. "Joseph has found God. His movements are now 

glorification of God. They are distinguished from those of the preceding 
figure by their lightness. . .") 

It was not surprising that the composer could write to Hofmannsthal 
that "The chaste Joseph himself isn't at all up my street, and if a thing 
bores me, I find it difficult to set it to music. The God-seeker Joseph - 

he's going to be a hell of an effort! Well, maybe there's a pious tune 
»for good boy Joseph lying about in some atavistic recess of my appendix." 

With some selfishness, Hofmannsthal refused to sympathize with 
Strauss's qualms and this "working friendship" almost came to an end. Strauss, 
nevertheless, was ever the professional, willing to finish off any and 
all assignments he had agreed to undertake. He turned again to the unused 

sketches for the Watteau ballet, resigned himself to working through the 

summer of 1913, completing the scoring on 2 February 1914. The ballet was 

given its premiere on 14 May of that year at the Paris Opera, with the 

composer conducting. Strauss, who would (and did) lead an orchestra in a 

department store window, if the fee were sufficiently lofty, demanded a 

salary from Diaghilev of 6,000 gold francs. But because of the outbreak of 

World War I, and, in light of Diaghilev's fading financial circumstances, 

he never received his fee. 

Even after its publication he was not done with the score. Many years 

later he was to return to it in an effort to extract from it a more concise 

suit for strictly concert performance. This so-called Symphonic Fragment was 

premiered in Cincinnati in March 1949, and was recorded shortly before his 

death by Rudolf Kempe with the Staatskapelle Dresden for EMI. Yet, it is 
the more extended score, that is contained on this disc, that all true Straussians 

covet. 

BACKGROUND TO THE BALLET 

One name hovers constantly in the background of the saga of Josephlegende, 

that of Vaslav Nijinsky. It was around his talents as both choreographer and 

dancer that Diaghilev initially planned the work, and it was to showcase his 

gravity-defying talents that Strauss extended the lengthy solo for Joseph. 

But, shortly before the premiere, Nijinsky, then in his twenty-fifth year, 

decided, while on a South American tour, to marry the Hungarian dancer, Romola 

de Pulszky, whereupon Diaghilev, whose interest in the eccentric dancer exceeded 

the entrepreneurial, severed all relations for the succeeding two years. 

To Michel Fokine fell the task of creating the choreography. The 

honor of creating the title-role Diaghilev awarded to Leonide Fedorovich 

Massine, a Russian actor and dancer who, at the time of the premiere, was 

still six months from his nineteenth birthday. In his memoirs, My Life in 
Ballet (London, 1960), the dancer recalls his association with the work. No 
sooner had Diaghilev informed him of his good fortune than the impresario 

hustled him off to be photographed in the white tunic designed for Joseph 

by Leon Bakst. (According to historian Boris Kochno, this piece of costuming, 

made of simple goatskin, was really designed by Alexandre Benois. Its 

appearance led Parisians to dub the ballet, Les Jambes de Joseph.) 

From Diaghilev Massine learned that Jose-Maria Sert would take over the 

set designing duties from Bakst, although the former was pledged to follow 

his predecessor's original plans: the decors had been inspired by the great 

Venetian artists of the Renaissance, Veronese and Tintoretto. Diaghilev 

maintained high hopes of recreating some of the architectural grandeur of the 
age of Brunelleschi. 

Massine's portrait of his newly found mentor is extremely flattering: 

", . .Listening to him I decided that he was the most 

cultured and yet most modest person I have ever met. 

In spite of his authoritative air and commanding 

presence he had an underlying humility and integrity 

which, I felt, derived from his total commitment to 

his art. I began to feel that all my past experience 

had been negligible, and that I was now embarking on 
an entirely new career." 

Diaghilev's engagement of Massine for the Ballets Russes was tied to 
his belief that "no one is irreplaceable", even the great Nijinsky. He had 
seen the younger dancer only the previous December at the Imperial Theatre in 
Moscow, where he was dancing the Tarantella in Swan Lake. 

Although witnesses would later comment upon Diaghilev's total lack of 
personal creativity, the same reports praise his almost catalytic effect on 
the art of his time, his almost infallible insight into the creative process; 
and, in Massine's case, Diaghilev was indeed prescient. For the young danseur 
was, over the succeeding half century, to carve for himself an unassailable 
niche in the annals of ballet, both as performer and choreographer. His 
creations include many of the classics of the repertoire: Parade, Boutique 
Fantasque, Le Tricorne, Le Beau Danube, Pulcinella, Gaite Parisienne and 
Choreartium, while a post-war generation came to know and admire his. work 
principally through the 1947 Powell-Pressburger film, The Red Shoes. Massine, 
fortunately, is still very much with us. 5 7 na oe 



Two additional participants in the premiere of Josephslegende merit 

comment. The choreographer's wife, Vera Fokina, assumed the role of the 

Shulamite Woman, while the mimed part of Potiphar's Wife fell to Maria 
Kuznetsova. She was not a dancer at all, but an internationally acclaimed 

Russian soprano who had debuted in St. Petersburg in 1905, and would later 

reign as the first lady of the Chicago Opera. 
Yet Michel Fokine was only one of several prominent choreographers 

who found themselves fascinated by the Strauss score. Heinrich Krdller 

created the first German production in Berlin in 1921; it was one of the 

young George Balanchine's major early efforts (in Copenhagen in 1933); 

Antony Tudor attempted his own version for the Teatro Colon in 1958; and in 

February, 1977, the American John Neumeier gave the world his own version, 

as performed by the Vienna State Opera Ballet, with Heinrich Hollreiser 
conducting the Vienna Philharmonic, and with Judith Jamison as Potiphar's 

Wife and Kevin Haigen in the title-role. 

STORY OF THE BALLET 

The original scenery of Jose-Maria Sert called for the action to take 

place in a pillared hall, dominated by walls composed of gold bricks, topped 

by a loggia of convoluted columns. Through these may be discerned a deep 

blue sky and the tops of tall palm trees. 

At the back runs a long table, set on a raised platform, covered in 

gleaming white cloth on which have been placed gold beakers and platters and 

crystal flagons. The guests are all sumptuously garbed and none more so than 

Potiphar, their host, and his wife, who is dressed in a robe of red brocade, 

interwoven with gold. 
The rise of the curtain elicits from Strauss a straightforward diatonic 

theme, heard in decidedly unsubtle coloring in the full orchestra. As the 

harmonies develop a rising figure in the tuba is announced; it will return 

at a more crucial point in the action. Potiphar's Wife is introduced by a 

chordal theme which seems to characterize her air of brooding sensuality 

(Norman Del Mar has observed an affinity between this theme and an important 

motive in the Alpine Symphony.) At a gesture from Potiphar, slaves approach, 
bearing gifts for his consort. For the master himself, there is an offering 

of scales and a bag of gold, and the trickle of gold dust in the pan can be 

heard in the orchestra. 
Scenes Two and Three consist of a series of dances. There is first a 

procession, followed by dances for three groups of women veiled and unveiled. 

Strauss here follows a conventional ballet style, extending and repeating a 

single thematic component. From the trio, the Shulamite Woman disengages 
herself, advances to Potiphar's Wife and is dismissed, along with her cohorts. 

They are replaced, in the next scene, by a troupe of boxers, massaging 

their muscles and launching into a demonstration of their skills. The score 

reflects their actions with a slinking stealthy theme originating in the 
strings, accompanied by a thumping timpani motive. Soon, it becomes apparent 

that the boxers are fighting in earnest, so Potiphar's soldiers intervene to 
prevent any serious injury. 

In Scene Four Joseph appears for i first time. He enters drawn in a 

hammock, accompanied by a group of shepherd boys playing on flute and cymbals. 

The sleeping boy is to be offered for the sale, and Potiphar wakes him to a 

theme adopted by Strauss from the unfinished Kythere ballet. It moves into a 
C Major motive representative of the purity of the young Hebrew. There 
follows Joseph's lengthy solo; this section is intended to illustrate his 
search for God and rises to a climax with another of the Kythere theme. The 

dancer must begin haltingly and gain in assurance in accordance with the 

strengthening of his religious convictions. The guests observe this 

spectacle with considerable interest, none more so than Potiphar's Wife. 

When Joseph has concluded his solo with sure and simple movements, 

Potiphar's signals that he will indeed purchase this marvellous youth, while 
his Wife takes jewelled collar and places it around Joseph's neck, exhibiting 

a fascination which does not excape Potiphar. Strauss introduces several 
themes at this point, all of which culminate in a serene passage in the Fonte 

kay with simple harmonies. 

As Potiphar's wife places her hand upon Joseph's flesh, the tranquil 

mood is broken. The hall is cleared and Joseph is left alone standing in a 

respectful attitude. The moment is marked in the orchestra by a reiteration 

of the undulating triads that had accompanied the wife, but here heard in 

more subtle colorings as evening descends upon the scene. 

Joseph kneels in prayer, a light flickers in the distance and a woman 

in white, bearing a small lamp enters. We hear a repetition of the "Struggle" 

music from the solo, and the theme of Joseph's purity mounts from the bottom 

to the top of the orchestra, with alternating tonic and dominant chords 

before concluding on a high D sharp. -To suggest the sinuous movements of 

Potiphar's Wife, Strauss employs the double-bass (or pedal) clarinet. While 
the solo violin and viola state a quiet theme, the Wife kneels and touches 

the youth who awakes, and, in the dark, believes her to be an angel from his 

vision. R 
But the spell is quickly broken. Potiphar's Wife kisses Joseph, who 

leaps up and dashes away, covering himself in shame. At this rejection, 

the embittered women call for servants who seize Joseph who seems to fall 

into a religious trance. There are two dance figures here, and they rise in 

a frenzy, only to break off suddenly at Potiphar' S appearance, which is 

accompanied by a calm, dignified theme. 

Joseph is heavily chained, Potiphar's Wife is revived. Hypocritically, 

she makes up to her husband, pointing out Joseph as the transgressor, as her 

chordal motive is harshly elucidated. It is decreed that Joseph will be 

tortured, and to that purpose, executioners advance with an enormous brazier. 

While the men heat their pointed irons in the embers, Joseph remains calm, 

his face turned upwards, as if seeking divine guidance. An unearthly light 

glows through the loggia, and the embers die, one hears a beautiful legato 

theme, the motive of the Archangel. With the light reaching a peak of blinding 

intensity, the Archangel seems to appear from it. This figure touches Joseph 

with his forefinger, and the chains shatter from his body; he leads Joseph 

up the stairs; the crowd falls prostrate. With terror in her eyes, Potiphar's 

Wife attempts to follow the divine pair, then convulsed with the horror of 

her act, she strangles herself with her own pearl necklace. There is a series 

of ascending fourths in the orchestra, thundered out by bass, brass and 

percussion, and the curtain falls. 

-ALLAN ULRICH 
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