
When Richard Strauss and his librettist Hugo von Hofmannstha l created Der Rosenkavalier, 
they fused Viennese nostalgia with modern psychological insight. Premiered in 1911, the 
opera evokes the elegance of the eighteenth century while exploring universa l themes of 
love, time, and renunciation. Its mixture of farce and melancholy, its memorable 
characters, and its luxuriant score quickly secured a place as Strauss's most enduringly 
popular opera. 

By the time Strauss composed Der Rosenkavalier, he was already established as the leading 
German opera composer of his generation, famed for the audacity of Salome and Elektra. 
With Rasenkavalier he took a deliberate turn towards warmth and accessibility, blending 
the sophistication of Mozartian comedy with his own lush orchestration. Its success was 
immediate and overwhelming, securing the financial security of both composer and 
librettist and ensuring Strauss's reputation not only as a modernist provocateur but also as 
a master of theatrical charm and human comedy. 

This 1954 Decca set, recorded in the Grosser Saa l of Vienna's Musikverein, stands as a 
cornerstone of Rosenkavalier's recorded history. It brings together the Vienna 
Philharmonic, the Vienna State Opera Chorus, a truly distinguished cast, and the conductor 
Erich Kleiber, who was nearing the end of a long and distinguished career. He would die 
suddenly less than two years later, making this one of his final major projects. 

Kleiber was long admired as one of Strauss's most exacting interpreters. His affinity with 
the composer's idiom dated back to the 1920s, when he conducted Der Rosenkavalier, 
Ariadne auf Naxos and Elektra in the wor ld's lead ing opera houses. His approach to Strauss 
combined structura l discipline with lyrical warmth, qualities equally evident here. The 
result is a performance that feels at once unsentimental and affectionate: tempos are 
keenly judged, textures transparent, and the flow of the score entirely natural. Rooted in 
Viennese tradition yet free from indulgence, it reveals both the wit and the humanity at 
the heart of the opera. 

The cast assembled reflects Vienna's operatic golden age in the 1950s. Maria Reining, a 
mainstay of the State Opera, sings the Feldmarschallin with dignity and pathos, conveying 
both aristocratic poise and vulnerabi lity. Sena Jurinac is a radiant Octavian, ardent and 
impulsive, her warm mezzo perfectly su ited to Strauss's demanding lines. Opposite her, 
Hilde Gueden gives a Sophie of youthfu l freshness and silvery tone, creat ing a partnership 
with Jurinac that makes the presentation of the silver rose sparkle with authenticity and 
charm. 
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Baron Ochs, Strauss's genia l com ic creation, is brought to life by Ludwig Weber, one of 
the great Viennese basses of his era. His performance is full-bodied and steeped in 
buffo tradit ion, comic without vulgarity, pompous yet genuinely human. Alfred Poell 
provides a so lid and sympathetic Faninal, while Judith Hellwig's Leitmetzerin adds 
elegance to the great ensembles. 

The support ing roles are cast from strength. Hilde Rossl-Majdan and Peter Klein re lish 
the scheming of Ann ina and Valzacchi; Walter Berry, st ill at the outset of his career, 
makes an imposing Police Commissioner; and Anton Dermota lends refinement to the 
cameo of the Italian Singer. Even the smallest roles are memorably characterised, 
underscoring the care with which the entire enterprise was planned. 

The Vienna Philharmonic responds to Kleiber with playing of distinction, captur ing both 
the opulence of Strauss's wa ltzes and the delicacy of his chamber- like writing. Strings 
shimmer, winds sparkle, and the horns add their customary glow. Decca's engineering, 
though limited to mono, ach ieved a remarkable balance of warmth and clarity, 
preserving both the grandeur of Strauss's climaxes and the intimacy of the 
conversat iona l ensembles. 

This record ing is more than a sta r-studded cast album: it is a portrait of a particular 
Viennese style of Strauss interpretation, shaped by musicians for whom the idiom was 
second nature. The mixture of aristocratic refinement, youthful ardour, and deep 
cu ltura l inst inct makes it uniquely compelling. For Kleiber, it represents both a 
cu lmi nation and a farewel l, summoning all his characteristic discipline and humanity in 
one of opera's most bittersweet comedies. 

Seven decades later, this Rosenkavalier retains its specia l place in the catalogue. It 
offers not just Strauss's masterpiece in vivid sound but also a snapshot of post-war 
Vienna's operatic tradition at its finest. In this newly restored edition, listeners can 
savour afresh the warmth, wit, and humanity that make Kleiber's interpretation one of 
the great Rosenkavaliers on record. 
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