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German composer (1813-1883) "Wagner" redirects here. For other uses, see Wagner (disambiguation) and Richard Wagner (disambiguation). Richard WagnerWagner in 1871Born(1813-05-22)22 May 1813LeipzigDied13 February 1883(1883-02-13) (aged 69)VeniceWorksList of stage worksList of music compositionsList of prose worksSignature
Wilhelm Richard Wagner (/'va:gnar/ VAHG-noar;[1][2] German: ['vil,helm 'vicast 'va:gne] ; 22 May 1813 - 13 February 1883) was a German composer, theatre director, essayist, and conductor, best known for his operas—although his mature works are often referred to as music dramas. Unlike most composers, Wagner wrote both the libretti and the
music for all of his stage works. He first achieved recognition with works in the Romantic tradition of Carl Maria von Weber and Giacomo Meyerbeer, but revolutionised the genre through his concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk ("total work of art"), which sought to unite poetic, musical, visual, and dramatic elements. In this approach, the drama unfolds
as a continuously sung narrative, with the music evolving organically from the text rather than alternating between arias and recitatives. Wagner outlined these ideas in a series of essays published between 1849 and 1852, most fully realising them in the first half of his four-opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung). Wagner's
compositions, particularly in his later period, have complex textures, rich harmonies and orchestration, and elaborate leitmotifs—musical phrases associated with individual characters, places, ideas, or plot elements. His advances in musical language, such as extreme chromaticism and quickly shifting tonal centres, greatly influenced the development
of classical music; his Tristan und Isolde is regarded as an important precursor to modernist music. Later in life, he softened his ideological stance against traditional operatic forms (e.g., arias, ensembles and choruses), reintroducing them into his last few stage works, including Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg (The Mastersingers of Nuremberg) and
Parsifal. To fully realise his artistic vision, Wagner had his own opera house built to his specifications: the Bayreuth Festspielhaus, which featured many innovations designed to immerse the audience in the drama. It hosted the premieres of The Ring and Parsifal, and remains entirely devoted to staging his mature works at the annual Bayreuth
Festival. After Wagner’s death, his wife Cosima assumed leadership; it has since remained under the management of their descendants. Wagner's unorthodox operas, provocative essays, and contentious personal conduct engendered considerable controversy during his lifetime, and continue to do so. Declared a "genius" by some and a "disease" by
others, his views on religion, politics, and society remain debated—most notably the extent to which his antisemitism finds expression in his stage and prose works. Despite this, his operas and music remain central to the repertoire of major opera houses and concert halls worldwide. His ideas can be traced across many art forms throughout the 20th
century; his influence extended beyond composition into conducting, philosophy, literature, the visual arts, and theatre. Wagner's birthplace, at 3, the Briihl, Leipzig Richard Wagner was born on 22 May 1813 to an ethnic German family in Leipzig, then part of the Confederation of the Rhine. His family lived at No 3, the Briihl (The House of the Red
and White Lions) in Leipzig's Jewish quarter.[n 1] He was baptised at St. Thomas Church. He was the ninth, and youngest, child of Carl Friedrich Wagner, a clerk in the Leipzig police service, and his wife, Johanna Rosine Wagner, the daughter of a baker.[3]1[4][n 2] Wagner's father Carl died of typhoid fever six months after Richard's birth. Afterwards,
his mother Johanna lived with Carl's friend, the actor and playwright Ludwig Geyer.[6] In August 1814 Johanna and Geyer probably married, although no documentation of this has been found in the Leipzig church registers.[7] She and her family moved to Geyer's residence in Dresden. Until he was fourteen, Wagner was known as Wilhelm Richard
Geyer. He almost certainly thought that Geyer was his biological father.[8] Geyer's love of the theatre came to be shared by his stepson, and Wagner took part in his performances. In his autobiography Mein Leben Wagner recalled once playing the part of an angel.[9] In late 1820, Wagner was enrolled at Pastor Wetzel's school at Possendorf, near
Dresden, where he received some piano instruction from his Latin teacher.[10] He struggled to play a proper scale at the keyboard and preferred playing theatre overtures by ear. Following Geyer's death in 1821, Richard was sent to the Kreuzschule, the boarding school of the Dresdner Kreuzchor, at the expense of Geyer's brother.[11] At the age of
nine he was hugely impressed by the Gothic elements of Carl Maria von Weber's opera Der Freischiitz, which he saw Weber conduct.[12] At this period Wagner entertained ambitions as a playwright. His first creative effort, listed in the Wagner-Werk-Verzeichnis (the standard listing of Wagner's works) as WWV 1, was a tragedy called Leubald. Begun
when he was in school in 1826, the play was strongly influenced by Shakespeare and Goethe. Wagner was determined to set it to music and persuaded his family to allow him music lessons.[13][n 3] By 1827, the family had returned to Leipzig. Wagner's first lessons in harmony were taken during 1828-1831 with Christian Gottlieb Miiller [de].[14] In
January 1828 he first heard Beethoven's 7th Symphony and then, in March, the same composer's 9th Symphony, both at the Gewandhaus. Beethoven became a major inspiration, and Wagner wrote a piano transcription of the 9th Symphony.[15] He was also greatly impressed by a performance of Mozart's Requiem.[16] Wagner's early piano sonatas
and his first attempts at orchestral overtures date from this period.[17] In 1829 he saw a performance by dramatic soprano Wilhelmine Schroder-Devrient, who became his ideal of the fusion of drama and music in opera. In Mein Leben Wagner wrote, "When I look back across my entire life I find no event to place beside this in the impression it
produced on me," and claimed that the "profoundly human and ecstatic performance of this incomparable artist" kindled in him an "almost demonic fire".[18][n 4] In 1831, Wagner enrolled at the Leipzig University, where he became a member of the Saxon student fraternity.[20] He took composition lessons with the Thomaskantor Theodor Weinlig.
[21] Weinlig was so impressed with Wagner's musical ability that he refused any payment for his lessons. He arranged for his pupil's Piano Sonata in B-flat major (which was consequently dedicated to him) to be published as Wagner's Op. 1. A year later, Wagner composed his Symphony in C major, a Beethovenesque work performed in Prague in
1832[22] and at the Leipzig Gewandhaus in 1833.[23] He then began to work on an opera, Die Hochzeit (The Wedding), which he never completed.[24] Wilhelmine "Minna" Planer (1835), by Alexander von Otterstedt In 1833, Wagner's brother Albert managed to obtain for him a position as choirmaster at the Theatre Wiirzburg.[25] In the same year,
at the age of 20, Wagner composed his first complete opera, Die Feen (The Fairies). This work, which imitated the style of Weber, went unproduced until half a century later, when it was premiered in Munich shortly after the composer's death in 1883.[26] Having returned to Leipzig in 1834, Wagner held a brief appointment as musical director at the
opera house in Magdeburg[27] during which he wrote Das Liebesverbot (The Ban on Love), based on Shakespeare's Measure for Measure. This was staged at Magdeburg in 1836 but closed before the second performance; this, together with the financial collapse of the theatre company employing him, left the composer in bankruptcy.[28][29] Wagner
had fallen for one of the leading ladies at Magdeburg, the actress Christine Wilhelmine "Minna" Planer,[30] and after the disaster of Das Liebesverbot he followed her to Konigsberg, where she helped him to get an engagement at the theatre.[31] The two married in Tragheim Church on 24 November 1836.[32] In May 1837, Minna left Wagner for
another man,[33] and this was only the first débacle of a tempestuous marriage. In June 1837, Wagner moved to Riga (then in the Russian Empire), where he became music director of the local opera;[34] having in this capacity engaged Minna's sister Amalie (also a singer) for the theatre, he presently resumed relations with Minna during 1838.[35]
By 1839, the couple had amassed such large debts that they fled Riga on the run from creditors.[36] Debts plagued Wagner for most of his life.[37] Initially the pair took a stormy sea passage to London,[38] from which Wagner drew the inspiration for his opera Der fliegende Hollander (The Flying Dutchman), with a plot based on a sketch by Heinrich
Heine.[39] The Wagners settled in Paris in September 1839[30] and stayed there until 1842. During these years, Wagner is believed to have attended Francgois Delsarte's "Cours d'esthétique appliquée," which arguably influenced his aesthetic writings and compositional style.[40] Wagner made a scant living by writing articles and short novelettes
such as A pilgrimage to Beethoven, which sketched his growing concept of "music drama", and An end in Paris, where he depicts his own miseries as a German musician in the French metropolis.[41] He also provided arrangements of operas by other composers, largely on behalf of the Schlesinger publishing house. During this stay he completed his
third and fourth operas Rienzi and Der fliegende Hollander.[41] Wagner c. 1840, by Ernest Benedikt Kietz Wagner had completed Rienzi in 1840. With the strong support of Giacomo Meyerbeer,[42] it was accepted for performance by the Dresden Court Theatre (Hofoper) in the Kingdom of Saxony, and in 1842 Wagner moved to Dresden. His relief at
returning to Germany was recorded in his "Autobiographic Sketch" of 1842, where he wrote that, en route from Paris, "For the first time I saw the Rhine—with hot tears in my eyes, I, poor artist, swore eternal fidelity to my German fatherland."[43] Rienzi was staged to considerable acclaim on 20 October.[44] Wagner lived in Dresden for the next six
years, eventually being appointed the Royal Saxon Court Conductor.[45] During this period, he staged there Der fliegende Hollander (2 January 1843)[46] and Tannhauser (19 October 1845),[47] the first two of his three middle-period operas. Wagner also mixed with artistic circles in Dresden, including the composer Ferdinand Hiller and the
architect Gottfried Semper.[48][49] Wagner's involvement in left-wing politics abruptly ended his welcome in Dresden. Wagner was active among socialist German nationalists there, regularly receiving such guests as the conductor and radical editor August Rockel and the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin.[50] He was also influenced by the ideas of
Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Ludwig Feuerbach.[51] Widespread discontent came to a head in 1849, when the unsuccessful May Uprising in Dresden broke out, in which Wagner played a minor supporting role. Warrants were issued for the revolutionaries' arrest. Wagner had to flee, first visiting Paris and then settling in Zirich[52][n 5] where he at
first took refuge with a friend, Alexander Milller.[53] Warrant for the arrest of Richard Wagner, issued on 16 May 1849 Wagner was to spend the next twelve years in exile from Germany. He had completed Lohengrin, the last of his middle-period operas, before the Dresden uprising, and now wrote desperately to his friend Franz Liszt to have it staged
in his absence. Liszt conducted the premiere in Weimar in August 1850.[54] Nevertheless, Wagner was in grim personal straits, isolated from the German musical world and without any regular income. In 1850, Julie, the wife of his friend Karl Ritter, began to pay him a small pension which she maintained until 1859. With help from her friend Jessie
Laussot, this was to have been augmented to an annual sum of 3,000 thalers per year, but the plan was abandoned when Wagner began an affair with Mme. Laussot. Wagner even plotted an elopement with her in 1850, which her husband prevented.[55][56] Meanwhile, Wagner's wife Minna, who had disliked the operas he had written after Rienzi,
was falling into a deepening depression. Wagner fell victim to ill health, according to Ernest Newman "largely a matter of overwrought nerves", which made it difficult for him to continue writing.[57][n 6] Wagner's primary published output during his first years in Zirich was a set of essays. In "The Artwork of the Future" (1849), he described a vision
of opera as Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art), in which music, song, dance, poetry, visual arts and stagecraft were unified. "Judaism in Music" (1850)[n 7] was the first of Wagner's writings to feature antisemitic views.[59] In this polemic Wagner asserted—often with vulgar, abusive language—that Jews lived as "outsiders" amid European societies
and were disconnected from the national spirit (Volksgeist) of these countries, thus capable of producing only shallow and artificial imitations of European art music, despite having achieved technical proficiency in its study. According to Wagner, Jews such as Meyerbeer commercialised music catered to the masses in order to achieve fame and
financial success, rather than creating genuine works of art.[60] In "Opera and Drama" (1851), Wagner described the aesthetics of music drama that he was using to create the Ring cycle. Before leaving Dresden, Wagner had drafted a scenario that eventually became Der Ring des Nibelungen. He initially wrote the libretto for a single opera,
Siegfrieds Tod [fr] (Siegfried's Death), in 1848. After arriving in Zurich, he expanded the story with Der junge Siegfried (Young Siegfried), which explored the hero's background. He completed the text of the cycle by writing the libretti for Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie) and Das Rheingold (The Rhine Gold) and revising the other libretti to conform to his
new concept, completing them in 1852.[61] The concept of opera expressed in "Opera and Drama" and in other essays effectively renounced all the operas he had previously written through Lohengrin. Partly in an attempt to explain his change of views, Wagner published in 1851 the autobiographical "A Communication to My Friends".[62] This
included his first public announcement of what was to become the Ring cycle: I shall never write an Opera more. As I have no wish to invent an arbitrary title for my works, I will call them Dramas ... I propose to produce my myth in three complete dramas, preceded by a lengthy Prelude (Vorspiel).... At a specially-appointed Festival, I propose, some
future time, to produce those three Dramas with their Prelude, in the course of three days and a fore-evening [emphasis in original].[63] Wagner began composing the music for Das Rheingold between November 1853 and September 1854, following it immediately with Die Walkiire (written between June 1854 and March 1856).[64] He began work on
the third Ring drama, which he now called simply Siegfried, probably in September 1856, but by June 1857 he had completed only the first two acts. He decided to put the work aside to concentrate on a new idea: Tristan und Isolde,[65] based on the Arthurian love story Tristan and Iseult. Portrait of Mathilde Wesendonck (1850) by Karl Ferdinand
Sohn One source of inspiration for Tristan und Isolde was the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer, notably his The World as Will and Representation, to which Wagner had been introduced in 1854 by his poet friend Georg Herwegh. Wagner later called this the most important event of his life.[66][n 8] His personal circumstances certainly made him an
easy convert to what he understood to be Schopenhauer's philosophy, sometimes categorised as "philosophical pessimism". He remained an adherent of Schopenhauer for the rest of his life.[67] One of Schopenhauer's doctrines was that music held a supreme role in the arts as a direct expression of the world's essence, namely, blind, impulsive will.
[68] This doctrine contradicted Wagner's view, expressed in "Opera and Drama", that the music in opera had to be subservient to the drama. Wagner scholars have argued that Schopenhauer's influence caused Wagner to assign a more commanding role to music in his later operas, including the latter half of the Ring cycle, which he had yet to
compose.[69][n 9] Aspects of Schopenhauerian doctrine found their way into Wagner's subsequent libretti.[n 10] A second source of inspiration was Wagner's infatuation with the poet-writer Mathilde Wesendonck, the wife of the silk merchant Otto Wesendonck [de]. Wagner met the Wesendoncks, who were both great admirers of his music, in Ziirich
in 1852. From May 1853 onwards Wesendonck made several loans to Wagner to finance his household expenses in Zirich,[72] and in 1857 placed a cottage on his estate at Wagner's disposal,[73][74] which became known as the Asyl ("asylum" or "place of rest"). During this period, Wagner's growing passion for his patron's wife inspired him to put
aside work on the Ring cycle (which was not resumed for the next twelve years) and begin work on Tristan.[75] While planning the opera, Wagner composed the Wesendonck Lieder, five songs for voice and piano, setting poems by Mathilde. Two of these settings are explicitly subtitled by Wagner as "studies for Tristan und Isolde".[76] Among the
conducting engagements that Wagner undertook for revenue during this period, he gave several concerts in 1855 with the Philharmonic Society of London, including one before Queen Victoria.[77] The Queen enjoyed his Tannhauser overture and spoke with Wagner after the concert, writing in her diary that Wagner was "short, very quiet, wears
spectacles & has a very finely-developed forehead, a hooked nose & projecting chin."[78] Wagner's uneasy affair with Mathilde collapsed in 1858, when Minna intercepted a letter to Mathilde from him.[79] After the resulting confrontation with Minna, Wagner left Zirich alone, bound for Venice, where he rented an apartment in the Palazzo
Giustinian, while Minna returned to Germany.[80] Wagner's attitude to Minna had changed; the editor of his correspondence with her, John Burk, has said that she was to him "an invalid, to be treated with kindness and consideration, but, except at a distance, [was] a menace to his peace of mind."[81] Wagner continued his correspondence with
Mathilde and his friendship with her husband Otto, who maintained his financial support of the composer. In an 1859 letter to Mathilde, Wagner wrote, half-satirically, of Tristan: "Child! This Tristan is turning into something terrible. This final act!!!—I fear the opera will be banned ... only mediocre performances can save me! Perfectly good ones will
be bound to drive people mad."[82] Wagner in Paris, 1861 In November 1859, Wagner once again moved to Paris to oversee production of a new revision of Tannhauser, staged thanks to the efforts of Princess Pauline von Metternich, whose husband, Richard von Metternich, was the Austrian ambassador in Paris. The performances of the Paris
Tannhauser in 1861 were a notable fiasco. This was partly a consequence of the conservative tastes of the Jockey Club, which organised demonstrations in the theatre to protest at the presentation of the ballet feature in Act 1 (instead of its traditional location in the second act); but the opportunity was also exploited by those who wanted to use the
occasion as a veiled political protest against the pro-Austrian policies of Napoleon III1.[83] It was during this visit that Wagner met the French poet Charles Baudelaire, who wrote an appreciative brochure, "Richard Wagner et Tannhauser a Paris".[84] The opera was withdrawn after the third performance and Wagner left Paris soon after.[85] He had
sought a reconciliation with Minna during this Paris visit, and although she joined him there, the reunion was not successful and they again parted from each other when Wagner left.[86] The political ban that had been placed on Wagner in the North German Confederation after he had fled Dresden was fully lifted in 1862. The composer settled in
Biebrich, on the Rhine near Wiesbaden in Hesse.[87] Here Minna visited him for the last time: they parted irrevocably,[88] though Wagner continued to give financial support to her while she lived in Dresden until her death in 1866.[89] Portrait of Ludwig II of Bavaria about the time when he first met Wagner, by Ferdinand von Piloty [de], 1865 In
Biebrich, Wagner, at last, began work on Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg, his only mature comedy. Wagner wrote a first draft of the libretto in 1845,[90] and he had resolved to develop it during a visit he had made to Venice with the Wesendoncks in 1860, where he was inspired by Titian's painting The Assumption of the Virgin.[91] Throughout this
period (1861-1864) Wagner sought to have Tristan und Isolde produced in Vienna.[92] Despite many rehearsals, the opera remained unperformed, and gained a reputation as being "impossible" to sing, which added to Wagner's financial problems.[93] Wagner's fortunes took a dramatic upturn in 1864, when King Ludwig II succeeded to the throne of
Bavaria at the age of 18. The young king, an ardent admirer of Wagner's operas, had the composer brought to Munich.[94] The King, who was homosexual[95], expressed in his correspondence a passionate personal adoration for Wagner,[n 11] and Wagner in his responses had no scruples about feigning reciprocal feelings.[97][98][n 12] Ludwig
settled Wagner's considerable debts[100] and proposed to stage Tristan, Die Meistersinger, the Ring, and the other operas Wagner planned.[101] Wagner also began to dictate his autobiography, Mein Leben, at the King's request.[102] Wagner noted that his rescue by Ludwig coincided with news of the death of his earlier mentor (but later supposed
enemy) Giacomo Meyerbeer, and regretted that "this operatic master, who had done me so much harm, should not have lived to see this day."[103] After grave difficulties in rehearsal, Tristan und Isolde premiered at the National Theatre Munich on 10 June 1865, the first Wagner opera premiere in almost 15 years. (The premiere had been scheduled
for 15 May, but was delayed by bailiffs acting for Wagner's creditors,[104] and also because the Isolde, Malvina Schnorr von Carolsfeld, was hoarse and needed time to recover.) The conductor of this premiere was Hans von Billow, whose wife, Cosima, had given birth in April that year to a daughter, named Isolde, a child not of Bulow but of Wagner.
[105] Cosima was 24 years younger than Wagner and was herself illegitimate, the daughter of the Countess Marie d'Agoult, who had left her husband for Franz Liszt.[106] Liszt initially disapproved of his daughter's involvement with Wagner, though nevertheless the two men were friends.[107] The indiscreet affair scandalised Munich, and Wagner
also fell into disfavour with many leading members of the court, who were suspicious of his influence on the King.[108] In December 1865, Ludwig was finally forced to ask the composer to leave Munich.[109] He apparently also toyed with the idea of abdicating to follow his hero into exile, but Wagner quickly dissuaded him.[110] Richard and Cosima
Wagner, photographed in 1872 Ludwig installed Wagner at the Villa Tribschen, beside Switzerland's Lake Lucerne.[111] Die Meistersinger was completed at Tribschen in 1867, and premiered in Munich on 21 June the following year.[90] At Ludwig's insistence, "special previews" of the first two works of the Ring, Das Rheingold and Die Walkiire,
were performed at Munich in 1869 and 1870,[112] but Wagner retained his dream, first expressed in "A Communication to My Friends", to present the first complete cycle at a special festival with a new, dedicated, opera house.[113] Minna died of a heart attack on 25 January 1866 in Dresden. Wagner did not attend the funeral.[114][n 13] Following
Minna's death Cosima wrote to Hans von Billow several times asking him to grant her a divorce, but Biulow refused to concede this. He consented only after she had two more children with Wagner: another daughter, named Eva, after the heroine of Meistersinger, and a son Siegfried, named after the hero of the Ring. The divorce was finally
sanctioned, after delays in the legal process, by a Berlin court on 18 July 1870.[116] Richard and Cosima's wedding took place on 25 August 1870.[117] On Christmas Day 1870, Wagner arranged a surprise performance (its premiere) of the Siegfried Idyll for Cosima's birthday.[118][n 14] The marriage to Cosima lasted to the end of Wagner's life.
Wagner, settled into his new-found domesticity, turned his energies towards completing the Ring cycle. He had not abandoned polemics: he republished his 1850 pamphlet "Judaism in Music", originally issued under a pseudonym, under his own name in 1869, extending the introduction and adding a lengthy final section. The publication led to several
public protests at early performances of Die Meistersinger in Vienna and Mannheim.[119] In 1871, Wagner decided to move to Bayreuth, which was to be the location of his new opera house.[120] The town council donated a large plot of land—the "Green Hill"—as a site for the theatre. The Wagners moved to the town the following year, and the
foundation stone for the Bayreuth Festspielhaus ("Festival Theatre") was laid. Wagner initially announced the first Bayreuth Festival, at which for the first time the Ring cycle was presented complete, for 1873,[121] but since Ludwig had declined to finance the project, the start of building was delayed and the proposed date for the festival was
deferred. To raise funds for the construction, "Wagner societies" were formed in several cities,[122] and Wagner began touring Germany conducting concerts.[123] By the spring of 1873, only a third of the required funds had been raised; further pleas to Ludwig were initially ignored, but early in 1874, with the project on the verge of collapse, the
King relented and provided a loan.[124][125][n 15] The full building programme included the family home, "Wahnfried", into which Wagner, with Cosima and the children, moved from their temporary accommodation on 18 April 1874.[127][128] The theatre was completed in 1875, and the festival was scheduled for the following year. Commenting on
the struggle to finish the building, Wagner remarked to Cosima: "Each stone is red with my blood and yours."[129] The Bayreuth Festspielhaus: photochrom print of c. 1895 For the design of the Festspielhaus, Wagner appropriated some of the ideas of his former colleague, Gottfried Semper, which he had previously solicited for a proposed new opera
house in Munich.[121] Wagner was responsible for several theatrical innovations at Bayreuth; these include darkening the auditorium during performances, and placing the orchestra in a pit out of view of the audience.[130] The Festspielhaus finally opened on 13 August 1876 with Das Rheingold, at last taking its place as the first evening of the
complete Ring cycle; the 1876 Bayreuth Festival therefore saw the premiere of the complete cycle, performed as a sequence as the composer had intended.[131] The 1876 Festival consisted of three full Ring cycles (under the baton of Hans Richter).[132] At the end, critical reactions ranged between that of the Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg, who
thought the work "divinely composed", and that of the French newspaper Le Figaro, which called the music "the dream of a lunatic".[133] The disillusioned included Wagner's (then) friend Friedrich Nietzsche, who, having published his eulogistic essay "Richard Wagner in Bayreuth" before the festival as part of his Untimely Meditations, was bitterly
disappointed by what he saw as Wagner's pandering to increasingly exclusivist German nationalism; his breach with Wagner began at this time.[134] The festival firmly established Wagner as an artist of European, and indeed world, importance: attendees included Kaiser Wilhelm I, the Emperor Pedro II of Brazil, Anton Bruckner, Camille Saint-Saéns
and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky.[135] Wagner was far from satisfied with the Festival; Cosima recorded that months later his attitude towards the productions was "Never again, never again!"[136] Moreover, the festival finished with a deficit of about 150,000 marks.[137] The expenses of Bayreuth and of Wahnfried meant that Wagner still sought
further sources of income by conducting or taking on commissions such as the Centennial March for America, for which he received $5,000.[138][139][140] Following the first Bayreuth Festival, Wagner began work on Parsifal, his final opera. The composition took four years, much of which Wagner spent in Italy for health reasons.[141] From 1876 to
1878 Wagner also embarked on the last of his documented emotional liaisons, this time with Judith Gautier, whom he had met at the 1876 Festival.[142] Wagner was also much troubled by problems of financing Parsifal, and by the prospect of the work being performed by other theatres than Bayreuth. He was once again assisted by the liberality of
King Ludwig, but was still forced by his personal financial situation in 1877 to sell the rights of several of his unpublished works (including the Siegfried Idyll) to the publisher Schott.[143] The Wagner grave in the Wahnfried garden; in 1977 Cosima's ashes were placed alongside Wagner's body. Wagner wrote several articles in his later years, often
on political topics, and often reactionary in tone, repudiating some of his earlier, more liberal, views. These include "Religion and Art" [de] (1880) and "Heroism and Christianity" (1881), which were printed in the journal Bayreuther Blatter, published by his supporter Hans von Wolzogen.[144] Wagner's sudden interest in Christianity at this period,
which infuses Parsifal, was contemporary with his increasing alignment with German nationalism, and required on his part, and the part of his associates, "the rewriting of some recent Wagnerian history", so as to represent, for example, the Ring as a work reflecting Christian ideals.[145] Many of these later articles, including "What is German?"
(1878, but based on a draft written in the 1860s),[146] repeated Wagner's antisemitic preoccupations. Wagner completed Parsifal in January 1882, and a second Bayreuth Festival was held for the new opera, which premiered on 26 May.[147] Wagner was by this time extremely ill, having suffered a series of increasingly severe angina attacks.[148]
During the sixteenth and final performance of Parsifal on 29 August, he entered the pit unseen during act 3, took the baton from conductor Hermann Levi, and led the performance to its conclusion.[149] After the festival, the Wagner family journeyed to Venice for the winter. Wagner died of a heart attack at the age of 69 on 13 February 1883 at Ca'
Vendramin Calergi, a 16th-century palazzo on the Grand Canal.[150] The legend that the attack was prompted by an argument with Cosima over Wagner's supposedly amorous interest in the singer Carrie Pringle, who had been a Flower-maiden in Parsifal at Bayreuth, is without credible evidence.[151] After a funerary gondola bore Wagner's remains
over the Grand Canal, his body was taken to Germany where it was buried in the garden of the Villa Wahnfried in Bayreuth.[152] See also: List of works for the stage by Richard Wagner and List of compositions by Richard Wagner Wagner's musical output is listed by the Wagner-Werk-Verzeichnis (WWV) as comprising 113 works, including fragments
and projects.[153] The first complete scholarly edition of his musical works in print was commenced in 1970 under the aegis of the Bavarian Academy of Fine Arts and the Akademie der Wissenschaften und der Literatur of Mainz, and is presently under the editorship of Egon Voss. It will consist of 21 volumes (57 books) of music and 10 volumes (13
books) of relevant documents and texts. As at October 2017, three volumes remain to be published. The publisher is Schott Music.[154] Leitmotif associated with the horn-call of the hero of Wagner's opera Siegfried Wagner's operatic works are his primary artistic legacy. Unlike most opera composers, who generally left the task of writing the libretto
(the text and lyrics) to others, Wagner wrote his own libretti, which he referred to as "poems".[155] From 1849 onwards, he urged a new concept of opera often referred to as "music drama" (although he later rejected this term),[156][n 16] in which all musical, poetic and dramatic elements were to be fused together—the Gesamtkunstwerk. Wagner
developed a compositional style in which the importance of the orchestra is equal to that of the singers. The orchestra's dramatic role in the later operas includes the use of leitmotifs, musical phrases that can be interpreted as announcing specific characters, locales, and plot elements; their complex interweaving and evolution illuminate the
progression of the drama.[158] These operas are still, despite Wagner's reservations, referred to by many writers[159] as "music dramas".[160] Wagner's earliest attempts at opera were often uncompleted. Abandoned works include a pastoral opera based on Goethe's Die Laune des Verliebten (The Infatuated Lover's Caprice), written at the age of 17,
[24] Die Hochzeit (The Wedding), on which Wagner worked in 1832,[24] and the singspiel Mannerlist grofSer als Frauenlist (Men are More Cunning than Women, 1837-1838). Die Feen (The Fairies, 1833) was not performed in the composer's lifetime,[26] and Das Liebesverbot (The Ban on Love, 1836) was withdrawn after its first performance.[28]
Rienzi (1842) was Wagner's first opera to be successfully staged.[161] The compositional style of these early works was conventional—the relatively more sophisticated Rienzi showing the clear influence of Grand Opera a la Spontini and Meyerbeer—and did not exhibit the innovations that would mark Wagner's place in musical history. Later in life,
Wagner said that he did not consider these works to be part of his oeuvre,[162] and they have been performed only rarely in the last hundred years, although the overture to Rienzi is an occasional concert-hall piece. Die Feen, Das Liebesverbot, and Rienzi were performed at both Leipzig and Bayreuth in 2013 to mark the composer's bicentenary.[163]
Opening of overture to Der fliegende Hollander in Wagner's hand and with his notes to the publisher Wagner's middle stage output began with Der fliegende Hollander (The Flying Dutchman, 1843), followed by Tannhauser (1845) and Lohengrin (1850). These three operas are sometimes referred to as Wagner's "romantic operas".[164] They
reinforced the reputation, among the public in Germany and beyond, that Wagner had begun to establish with Rienzi. Although distancing himself from the style of these operas from 1849 onwards, he nevertheless reworked both Der fliegende Hollander and Tannh&auser on several occasions.[n 17] These three operas are considered to represent a
significant developmental stage in Wagner's musical and operatic maturity as regards thematic handling, portrayal of emotions and orchestration.[166] They are the earliest works included in the Bayreuth canon, the mature operas that Cosima staged at the Bayreuth Festival after Wagner's death in accordance with his wishes.[167] All three
(including the differing versions of Der fliegende Hollander and Tannhauser) continue to be regularly performed throughout the world and have been frequently recorded.[n 18] They were also the operas by which his fame spread during his lifetime.[n 19] Main articles: Der Ring des Nibelungen, Der Ring des Nibelungen: Composition of the music,
and Der Ring des Nibelungen: Composition of the poem Briinnhilde the Valkyrie, as illustrated by Arthur Rackham (1910) Wagner's late dramas are considered his masterpieces. Der Ring des Nibelungen, commonly referred to as the Ring or "Ring cycle", is a set of four operas based loosely on figures and elements of Germanic mythology—
particularly from the later Norse mythology—notably the Old Norse Poetic Edda and Volsunga Saga, and the Middle High German Nibelungenlied.[169] Wagner specifically developed the libretti for these operas according to his interpretation of Stabreim, highly alliterative rhyming verse-pairs used in old Germanic poetry.[170] They were also
influenced by Wagner's concepts of ancient Greek drama, in which tetralogies were a component of Athenian festivals, and which he had amply discussed in his essay "Oper und Drama".[171] The first two components of the Ring cycle were Das Rheingold (The Rhinegold), which was completed in 1854, and Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie), which was
finished in 1856. In Das Rheingold, with its "relentlessly talky 'realism' [and] the absence of lyrical 'numbers'",[172] Wagner came very close to the musical ideals of his 1849-1851 essays. Die Walkiire, which contains what is virtually a traditional aria (Siegmund's Winterstiirme in the first act), and the quasi-choral appearance of the Valkyries
themselves, shows more "operatic" traits, but has been assessed by Barry Millington as "the music drama that most satisfactorily embodies the theoretical principles of 'Oper und Drama'... A thoroughgoing synthesis of poetry and music is achieved without any notable sacrifice in musical expression."[173] While composing the opera Siegfried, the
third part of the Ring cycle, Wagner interrupted work on it and between 1857 and 1864 wrote the tragic love story Tristan und Isolde and his only mature comedy Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg (The Mastersingers of Nuremberg), two works that are also part of the regular operatic canon.[174] Franz Betz (by Fritz Luckhardt [de]), who created the
role of Hans Sachs in Die Meistersinger, and sang Wotan in the first complete Ring cycleTristan is often granted a special place in musical history; many see it as the beginning of the move away from conventional harmony and tonality and consider that it lays the groundwork for the direction of classical music in the 20th century.[90][175][176]
Wagner felt that his musico-dramatical theories were most perfectly realised in this work with its use of "the art of transition" between dramatic elements and the balance achieved between vocal and orchestral lines.[177] Completed in 1859, the work was given its first performance in Munich, conducted by Bilow, in June 1865.[178] Die
Meistersinger was originally conceived by Wagner in 1845 as a sort of comic pendant to Tannhauser.[179] Like Tristan, it was premiered in Munich under the baton of Billow, on 21 June 1868, and became an immediate success.[180] Millington describes Meistersinger as "a rich, perceptive music drama widely admired for its warm humanity",[181]
but its strong German nationalist overtones have led some to cite it as an example of Wagner's reactionary politics and antisemitism.[182] When Wagner returned to writing the music for the last act of Siegfried and for Gotterdammerung (Twilight of the Gods) as the final part of the Ring, his style had changed once more to something more
recognisable as "operatic" than the aural world of Rheingold and Walkiire, though it was still thoroughly stamped with his own originality as a composer and suffused with leitmotifs.[183] This was in part because the libretti of the four Ring operas had been written in reverse order, so that the book for Gotterdammerung was conceived more
"traditionally" than that of Rheingold;[184] still, the self-imposed strictures of the Gesamtkunstwerk had become relaxed. The differences also result from Wagner's development as a composer during the period in which he wrote Tristan, Meistersinger and the Paris version of Tannhauser.[185] From Act 3 of Siegfried onwards, the Ring becomes more
chromatic melodically, more complex harmonically and more developmental in its treatment of leitmotifs.[186] Wagner took 26 years from writing the first draft of a libretto in 1848 until he completed Gotterdammerung in 1874. The Ring takes about 15 hours to perform[187] and is the only undertaking of such size to be regularly presented on the
world's stages. Wagner's final opera, Parsifal (1882), which was his only work written especially for his Bayreuth Festspielhaus and which is described in the score as a "Biihnenweihfestspiel" ("festival play for the consecration of the stage"), has a storyline suggested by elements of the legend of the Holy Grail. It also carries elements of Buddhist
renunciation suggested by Wagner's readings of Schopenhauer.[188] Wagner described it to Cosima as his "last card".[189] It remains controversial because of its treatment of Christianity, its eroticism, and its expression, as perceived by some commentators, of German nationalism and antisemitism.[190] Despite the composer's own description of
the opera to King Ludwig as "this most Christian of works",[191] Ulrike Kienzle has commented that "Wagner's turn to Christian mythology, upon which the imagery and spiritual contents of Parsifal rest, is idiosyncratic and contradicts Christian dogma in many ways."[192] Musically the opera has been held to represent a continuing development of
the composer's style, and Millington describes it as "a diaphanous score of unearthly beauty and refinement".[30] André Gill suggesting that Wagner's music was ear-splitting. Cover of L'Eclipse 18 April 1869. Apart from his operas, Wagner composed relatively few pieces of music. These include his Symphony in C major (written at the age of 19), the
Faust Overture (the only completed part of an intended symphony on the subject), some concert overtures, and choral and piano pieces.[193] His most commonly performed work that is not an extract from an opera is the Siegfried Idyll for chamber orchestra, which has several motifs in common with the Ring cycle.[194] The Wesendonck Lieder are
also often performed, either in the original piano version or with orchestral accompaniment.[n 20] More rarely performed are the American Centennial March (1876), and Das Liebesmahl der Apostel (The Love Feast of the Apostles), a piece for male choruses and orchestra composed in 1843 for the city of Dresden.[195] After completing Parsifal,
Wagner expressed his intention to turn to the writing of symphonies,[196] and several sketches dating from the late 1870s and early 1880s have been identified as work towards this end.[197] The overtures and certain orchestral passages from Wagner's middle- and late-stage operas are commonly played as concert pieces. For most of these, Wagner
wrote or rewrote short passages to ensure musical coherence. The "Bridal Chorus" from Lohengrin is frequently played as the bride's processional wedding march in English-speaking countries.[198] See also: List of prose works by Richard Wagner Wagner was an extremely prolific writer, authoring many books, poems, and articles, as well as
voluminous correspondence. His writings covered a wide range of topics, including autobiography, politics, philosophy, and detailed analyses of his own operas. Wagner planned for a collected edition of his publications as early as 1865;[199] he believed that such an edition would help the world understand his intellectual development and artistic
aims.[200] The first such edition was published between 1871 and 1883, but was doctored to suppress or alter articles that were an embarrassment to him (e.g. those praising Meyerbeer), or by altering dates on some articles to reinforce Wagner's own account of his progress.[201] Wagner's autobiography Mein Leben was originally published for
close friends only in a very small edition (15-18 copies per volume) in four volumes between 1870 and 1880. The first public edition (with many passages suppressed by Cosima) appeared in 1911; the first attempt at a full edition (in German) appeared in 1963.[202] There have been modern complete or partial editions of Wagner's writings,[203]
including a centennial edition in German edited by Dieter Borchmeyer (which, however, omitted the essay "Das Judenthum in der Musik" and Mein Leben).[204] The English translations of Wagner's prose in eight volumes by William Ashton Ellis (1892-1899) are still in print and commonly used, despite their deficiencies.[205] The first complete
historical and critical edition of Wagner's prose works was launched in 2013 at the Institute for Music Research at the University of Wiirzburg; this will result in at least eight volumes of text and several volumes of commentary, totalling over 5,000 pages. It was originally anticipated that the project will be completed by 2030.[206] A complete edition
of Wagner's correspondence, estimated to amount to between 10,000 and 12,000 items, is underway under the supervision of the University of Wiirzburg. As of January 2021, 25 volumes have appeared, covering the period to 1873.[207] The opening of Tristan und Isolde, featuring the 'Tristan chord' Wagner's later musical style introduced new ideas
in harmony, melodic process (leitmotif) and operatic structure. Notably from Tristan und Isolde onwards, he explored the limits of the traditional tonal system, which gave keys and chords their identity, pointing the way to atonality in the 20th century. Some music historians date the beginning of modern classical music to the first notes of Tristan,
which include the so-called Tristan chord.[208][209] Gustav Mahler in 1907 Wagner inspired great devotion. For an extended period, many composers were inclined to align themselves with or against Wagner's music. Anton Bruckner and Hugo Wolf were greatly indebted to him, as were César Franck, Henri Duparc, Ernest Chausson, Jules Massenet,
Richard Strauss, Alexander von Zemlinsky, Hans Pfitzner and many others.[210] Gustav Mahler was devoted to Wagner and his music: he sought him out on his 1875 visit to Vienna at the age of 15,[211] and became a renowned Wagner conductor;[212] his compositions were seen by Richard Taruskin as extending Wagner's "maximalization" of "the
temporal and the sonorous" in music to the world of the symphony.[213] The harmonic revolutions of Claude Debussy and Arnold Schoenberg (both of whose oeuvres contain examples of tonal and atonal modernism) have often been traced back to Tristan and Parsifal.[214][215] The Italian form of operatic realism known as verismo owed much to the
Wagnerian concept of musical form.[216] Wagner made a major contribution to the principles and practice of conducting. His essay "About Conducting" (1869)[217] advanced Hector Berlioz's technique of conducting and claimed that conducting was a means by which a musical work could be re-interpreted, rather than simply a mechanism for
achieving orchestral unison. He exemplified this approach in his own conducting, which was significantly more flexible than the disciplined approach of Felix Mendelssohn; in his view, this also justified practices that were later frowned upon, such as the rewriting of scores.[218][n 21] Wilhelm Furtwangler felt that Wagner and Bilow, through their
interpretative approach, inspired a whole new generation of conductors (including Furtwangler himself).[220] Among those from the late 20th century and beyond claiming inspiration from Wagner's music are the German band Rammstein;[221] Jim Steinman, who wrote songs for Meat Loaf, Bonnie Tyler, Air Supply, Celine Dion and others;[222] and
the electronic composer Klaus Schulze, whose 1975 album Timewind consists of two 30-minute tracks, "Bayreuth Return" and "Wahnfried 1883". Joey DeMaio of the band Manowar has described Wagner as "the father of heavy metal".[223] The Slovenian group Laibach created the 2009 suite VolksWagner, using material from Wagner's operas.[224]
Phil Spector's Wall of Sound recording technique was, it has been claimed, heavily influenced by Wagner.[225] Friedrich Nietzsche in 1882 Wagner's influence on literature and philosophy is significant. Millington has commented:[Wagner's] protean abundance meant that he could inspire the use of literary motif in many a novel employing interior
monologue; ... the Symbolists saw him as a mystic hierophant; the Decadents found many a frisson in his work.[226]Friedrich Nietzsche was a member of Wagner's inner circle during the early 1870s. Nietzsche's first published work, The Birth of Tragedy, proposed Wagner's music as the Dionysian "rebirth" of European culture in opposition to
Apollonian rationalist "decadence". Nietzsche broke with Wagner following the first Bayreuth Festival in 1876, believing that Wagner's final phase represented a pandering to Christian pieties and a surrender to the new German Reich.[227] Nevertheless, in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Nietzsche alluded to Wagner as the "old sorcerer", a reference to the
captivating power of Wagner's music.[228] Nietzsche expressed his displeasure with the later Wagner in The Case of Wagner and Nietzsche contra Wagner.[227] The poets Charles Baudelaire, Stéphane Mallarmé and Paul Verlaine worshipped Wagner.[229] Edouard Dujardin, whose influential novel Les Lauriers sont coupés is in the form of an
interior monologue inspired by Wagnerian music, founded a journal dedicated to Wagner, La Revue wagnérienne, to which J. K. Huysmans and Téodor de Wyzewa contributed.[230] In a list of major cultural figures influenced by Wagner, Bryan Magee includes D. H. Lawrence, Aubrey Beardsley, Romain Rolland, Gérard de Nerval, Pierre-Auguste
Renoir, Rainer Maria Rilke and several others.[231] In the 20th century, W. H. Auden once called Wagner "perhaps the greatest genius that ever lived",[232] while Thomas Mann[227] and Marcel Proust[233] were heavily influenced by him and discussed Wagner in their novels. He is also discussed in some of the works of James Joyce,[234] as well as
W. E. B. Du Bois, who featured Lohengrin in The Souls of Black Folk.[235] Wagnerian themes inhabit T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land, which contains lines from Tristan und Isolde and Gotterdammerung; and Verlaine's poem on Parsifal.[236] Many of Wagner's concepts, including his speculation about dreams, predated their investigation by Sigmund
Freud.[237] Wagner had publicly analysed the Oedipus myth before Freud was born in terms of its psychological significance, insisting that incestuous desires are natural and normal, and perceptively exhibiting the relationship between sexuality and anxiety.[238] Georg Groddeck considered the Ring as the first manual of psychoanalysis.[239] See
also: List of films using the music of Richard Wagner Wagner's use of leitmotifs and the integrated musical expression they can enable has influenced many 20th- and 21st-century film scores. The critic Theodor Adorno has noted that the Wagnerian leitmotif "leads directly to cinema music where the sole function of the leitmotif is to announce heroes
or situations so as to allow the audience to orient itself more easily".[240] Film scores citing Wagnerian themes include the Looney Tunes short What's Opera, Doc? and Francis Ford Coppola's Apocalypse Now, which both feature a version of the Ride of the Valkyries;[241] Trevor Jones's soundtrack to John Boorman's film Excalibur;[242] and the 2011
films A Dangerous Method (dir. David Cronenberg) and Melancholia (dir. Lars von Trier).[243] Hans-Jirgen Syberberg's 1977 film Hitler: A Film from Germany's visual style and set design are strongly inspired by Der Ring des Nibelungen, musical excerpts from which are frequently used in the film's soundtrack.[244] Further information: War of the
Romantics and New German School Eduard Hanslick Not all reactions to Wagner were positive. For a time, German musical life divided into two factions, supporters of Wagner and supporters of Johannes Brahms; the latter, with the support of the powerful critic Eduard Hanslick (of whom Beckmesser in Meistersinger is in part a caricature),
championed traditional forms and led the conservative front against Wagnerian innovations.[245] They were supported by the conservative leanings of some German music schools, including the conservatories at Leipzig under Ignaz Moscheles and at Cologne under the direction of Ferdinand Hiller.[246] Another Wagner detractor was the French
composer Charles-Valentin Alkan, who wrote to Hiller after attending Wagner's Paris concert on 25 January 1860, at which Wagner conducted the overtures to Der fliegende Hollander and Tannhauser, the preludes to Lohengrin and Tristan und Isolde, and six other extracts from Tannhauser and Lohengrin: "I had imagined that I was going to meet
music of an innovative kind but was astonished to find a pale imitation of Berlioz ... I do not like all the music of Berlioz while appreciating his marvellous understanding of certain instrumental effects ... but here he was imitated and caricatured ... Wagner is not a musician, he is a disease."[247] Even those who, like Debussy, opposed Wagner ("this
old poisoner")[248] could not deny his influence. Indeed, Debussy was one of many composers, including Tchaikovsky, who felt the need to break with Wagner precisely because his influence was so unmistakable and overwhelming. "Golliwogg's Cakewalk" from Debussy's Children's Corner piano suite contains a deliberately tongue-in-cheek quotation
from the opening bars of Tristan.[249] Others who proved resistant to Wagner's operas included Gioachino Rossini, who said "Wagner has wonderful moments, and dreadful quarters of an hour."[250] In the 20th century Wagner's music was parodied by Paul Hindemith[n 22] and Hanns Eisler, among others.[251] Wagner's followers (known as
Wagnerians or Wagnerites)[252] have formed many societies dedicated to Wagner's life and work.[253] Main article: List of films about Richard Wagner Wagner has been the subject of many biographical films. The earliest was a silent film made by Carl Froelich in 1913 and featured in the title role the composer Giuseppe Becce, who also wrote the
score for the film (as Wagner's music, still in copyright, was not available).[254] Other film portrayals of Wagner include: Alan Badel in Magic Fire (1955), Lyndon Brook in Song Without End (1960), Trevor Howard in Ludwig (1972), Paul Nicholas in Lisztomania (1975), and Richard Burton in Wagner (1983). Jonathan Harvey's opera Wagner Dream
(2007) intertwines the events surrounding Wagner's death with the story of Wagner's uncompleted opera outline Die Sieger (The Victors).[255] Main article: Bayreuth Festival Since Wagner's death, the Bayreuth Festival, which has become an annual event, has been successively directed by his widow, his son Siegfried, the latter's widow Winifred
Wagner, their two sons Wieland and Wolfgang Wagner, and, presently, two of the composer's great-granddaughters, Eva Wagner-Pasquier and Katharina Wagner.[256] Since 1973, the festival has been overseen by the Richard-Wagner-Stiftung (Richard Wagner Foundation), the members of which include some of Wagner's descendants.[257] Adolf
Hitler was an admirer of Wagner's music and saw in his operas an embodiment of his own vision of the German nation; in a 1922 speech he claimed that Wagner's works glorified "the heroic Teutonic nature ... Greatness lies in the heroic."[258] Hitler visited Bayreuth frequently from 1923 onwards and attended the productions at the theatre.[259]
There continues to be debate about the extent to which Wagner's views might have influenced Nazi thinking.[n 23] Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855-1927), who married Wagner's daughter Eva in 1908 but never met Wagner, was the author of The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, approved by the Nazi movement.[261][n 24] Chamberlain
met Hitler several times between 1923 and 1927 in Bayreuth, but cannot credibly be regarded as a conduit of Wagner's own views.[264] The Nazis used those parts of Wagner's thought that were useful for propaganda and ignored or suppressed the rest.[265] While Bayreuth presented a useful front for Nazi culture, and Wagner's music was used at
many Nazi events,[266] the Nazi hierarchy as a whole did not share Hitler's enthusiasm for Wagner's operas and resented attending these lengthy epics at Hitler's insistence.[267] Some Nazi ideologists, most notably Alfred Rosenberg, rejected Parsifal as excessively Christian and pacifist.[268] Guido Fackler [de] has researched evidence that
indicates that it is possible that Wagner's music was used at the Dachau concentration camp in 1933-1934 to "reeducate" political prisoners by exposure to "national music".[269] There has been no evidence to support claims, sometimes made,[270] that his music was played at Nazi death camps during the Second World War, and Pamela Potter has
noted that Wagner's music was explicitly off-limits in the camps.[n 25] Because of the associations of Wagner with antisemitism and Nazism, the performance of his music in the State of Israel has been a source of controversy.[271] Further information: Controversies surrounding Richard Wagner Wagner's operas, writings, politics, beliefs and
unorthodox lifestyle made him a controversial figure during his lifetime.[272] Following his death, debate about his ideas and their interpretation, particularly in Germany during the 20th century, has continued. Wagner's prose works, the complete William Ashton Ellis English translations volumes I through VIII Wagner's hostile writings on Jews,
including Jewishness in Music, correspond to some existing trends of thought in Germany during the 19th century.[273] Despite his very public views on this topic, throughout his life Wagner had Jewish friends, colleagues and supporters.[274][275] There have been frequent suggestions that antisemitic stereotypes are represented in Wagner's
operas. The characters of Alberich and Mime in the Ring, Sixtus Beckmesser in Die Meistersinger, and Klingsor in Parsifal are sometimes claimed as Jewish representations, though they are not identified as such in the librettos of these operas.[276][n 26] The topic is further complicated by claims, which may have been credited by Wagner, that he
himself was of Jewish ancestry, via his supposed father Geyer; however, there is no evidence that Geyer had Jewish ancestors.[277][278] Late in his life, in the early 1880s, Wagner developed a friendship with Arthur de Gobineau, whose racialist philosophy was used by the Nazi Party.[279] Their friendship was tempestuous; while Gobineau
considered the world's outlook one of hopeless decline through irreparable blood tainting, Wagner maintained belief that humanity could be united through self-knowledge, spiritual awakening and cultural renewal, transcending biological racial distinctions—as outlined in his essay Know Thyself (1881).[280] Wagner's ideas are amenable to socialist
interpretations; many of his ideas on art were being formulated at the time of his revolutionary inclinations in the 1840s. Thus, for example, George Bernard Shaw wrote in The Perfect Wagnerite (1883): [Wagner's] picture of Niblunghome[n 27] under the reign of Alberic is a poetic vision of unregulated industrial capitalism as it was made known in
Germany in the middle of the 19th century by Engels's book The Condition of the Working Class in England.[281] Left-wing interpretations of Wagner also inform the writings of Theodor Adorno among other Wagner critics.[n 28] Walter Benjamin gave Wagner as an example of "bourgeois false consciousness", alienating art from its social context.
[282] Gyorgy Lukacs contended that the ideas of the early Wagner represented the ideology of the "true socialists" (wahre Sozialisten), a movement referenced in Karl Marx's Communist Manifesto as belonging to the left wing of German bourgeois radicalism and associated with Feuerbachianism and Karl Theodor Ferdinand Griin,[283] while Anatoly
Lunacharsky said about the later Wagner: "The circle is complete. The revolutionary has become a reactionary. The rebellious petty bourgeois now kisses the slipper of the Pope, the keeper of order."[284] The writer Robert Donington has produced a detailed, if controversial, Jungian interpretation of the Ring cycle, described as "an approach to
Wagner by way of his symbols", which, for example, sees the character of the goddess Fricka as part of her husband Wotan's "inner femininity".[285] Millington notes that Jean-Jacques Nattiez has also applied psychoanalytical techniques in an evaluation of Wagner's life and works.[286][287] ™ On the Briihl as a centre of the Jewish quarter, see e.g.
the Leipzig page of the Museum of the Jewish People website, and the Leo Baeck Institute page on the Jewish history of Leipzig, also the "Destroyed German Synagogues" site page on Leipzig, (all accessed 19 April 2020.) ©~ Of their children, two (Carl Gustave and Maria Theresia) died as infants. The others were Wagner's brothers Albert and Carl
Julius, and his sisters Rosalie Wagner [de], Luise Brockhaus [de], Clara and Ottilie. Except for Carl Julius becoming a goldsmith, all his siblings developed careers connected with the stage. Wagner also had a younger half-sister, Caecilie, born in 1815 to his mother and her second husband Geyer.[5] See also Wagner family. ©~ This sketch is referred to
alternatively as Leubald und Adelaide. ™ Wagner claimed to have seen Schroder-Devrient in the title role of Fidelio, but it seems more likely that he saw her performance as Romeo in Bellini's I Capuleti e i Montecchi.[19] ™ Rockel and Bakunin failed to escape and endured long terms of imprisonment. ©~ Gutman records him as suffering from
constipation and shingles.[58] ™ Full English translation in Wagner 1995c ~ Others agree on the profound importance of this work to Wagner - see Magee 2000, pp. 133-34 © The influence was noted by Nietzsche in his "On the Genealogy of Morality": "[the] fascinating position of Schopenhauer on art ... was apparently the reason Richard Wagner
first moved over to Schopenhauer ... That shift was so great that it opened up a complete theoretical contrast between his earlier and his later aesthetic beliefs."[70] ©~ For example, the self-renouncing cobbler-poet Hans Sachs in Die Meistersinger von Niurnberg is a "Schopenhauerian" creation; Schopenhauer asserted that goodness and salvation
result from renunciation of the world, and turning against and denying one's own will.[71] ©~ E.g. "My dearest Beloved!", "My beloved, my most glorious Friend" and "O Holy One, I worship you".[96] ©~ Wagner excused himself in 1878, when discussing this correspondence with Cosima, by saying "The tone wasn't good, but I didn't set it."[99] ©~ Wagner
claimed to be unable to travel to the funeral due to an "inflamed finger".[115] ™ Cosima's birthday was 24 December, but she usually celebrated it on Christmas Day. ~ In 1873, the King awarded Wagner the Bavarian Maximilian Order for Science and Art; Wagner was enraged that, at the same time, the honour had been given also to Brahms.[126] ©
In his 1872 essay "On the Designation 'Music Drama'", he criticises the term "music drama" suggesting instead the phrase "deeds of music made visible".[157] ™ For the reworking of Der fliegende Hollander, see Deathridge 1982, pp. 13, 25; for that of Tannhauser, see Millington 2001a, pp. 280-282 which further cites Wagner's comment to Cosima
three weeks before his death that he "still owes the world Tannhauser."[165] See also the articles on these operas in Wikipedia. ©~ See performance listings by opera in Operabase, and the Wikipedia articles Der fliegende Hollander discography, Tannhauser discography and Lohengrin discography. ~ For example, Der fliegende Hollander (Dutchman)
was first performed in London in 1870 and in the US (Philadelphia) in 1876; Tannhauser in New York in 1859 and in London in 1876; Lohengrin in New York in 1871 and London in 1875.[168] For detailed performance histories including other countries, see Stanford University Wagner site, under each opera. ~ Normally the orchestration by Felix
Mottl is used (score available at IMSLP website), although Wagner arranged one of the songs for chamber orchestra.[76] ©~ See for example Wagner's proposals for the rescoring of Beethoven's Ninth Symphony in his essay on that work.[219] ~ See Ouverture zum "Fliegenden Hollander", wie sie eine schlechte Kurkapelle morgens um 7 am Brunnen
vom Blatt spielt ~ The claim that Hitler, in his maturity, commented that "it [i.e. his political career] all began" after seeing a performance of Rienzi in his youth, has been disproved.[260] ™ The book is described by Roger Allen as "a toxic mix of world history and racially inspired anthropology".[262] Chamberlain is described by Michael D. Biddiss, in
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, as a "racialist writer".[263] ™ See e.g. John (2004) for a detailed essay on music in the Nazi death camps, which nowhere mentions Wagner. See also Potter (2008), p. 244: "We know from testimonies that concentration camp orchestras played [all sorts of] music ... but that Wagner was explicitly off-limits.
However, after the war, unsubstantiated claims that Wagner's music accompanied Jews to their death took on momentum." ~ Weiner 1997 gives very detailed allegations of antisemitism in Wagner's music and characterisations. ~ Shaw's anglicization of Nibelheim, the empire of Alberich in the Ring cycle. ~ See Zizek 2009, p. viii: "[In this book] for
the first time the Marxist reading of a musical work of art ... was combined with the highest musicological analysis." ™ Jones, Daniel (2011). Roach, Peter; Setter, Jane; Esling, John (eds.). Cambridge English Pronouncing Dictionary (18th ed.). Cambridge University Press. ISBN 978-0-521-15255-6. ™ Wells, John C. (2008). Longman Pronunciation
Dictionary (3rd ed.). Longman. ISBN 978-1-4058-8118-0. ™~ Wagner 1992, p. 3. © Newman 1976, I, p. 12. ~ Millington 2001a, p. 97. ™ Newman 1976, I, p. 6. ~ Gutman 1990, pp. 7 and n. ™ Newman 1976, I, p. 9. ©~ Wagner 1992, p. 5. ™ Newman 1976, I, pp. 32-33. ™~ Newman 1976, I, pp. 45-55. ~ Gutman 1990, p. 78. ©~ Wagner 1992, pp. 25-27. ©
Newman 1976, I, pp. 63, 71. ™~ Wagner 1992, pp. 35-36. © Newman 1976, I, p. 62. © Newman 1976, I, pp. 76-77. ~ Wagner 1992, p. 37. ~ Millington 2001a, p. 133. ™~ Wagner 1992, p. 44. © Newman 1976, I, pp. 85-86. ~ Millington 2001a, p. 309. ©~ Newman 1976, I, p. 95. ©~ a b ¢ Millington 2001a, p. 321. ™ Newman 1976, I, p. 98. © a b Millington
2001a, pp. 271-273. ~ Newman 1976, I, p. 173. ©~ a b Millington 2001a, pp. 273-274. ~ Gutman 1990, p. 52. ™ a b ¢ Millington 2002b. ©~ Newman 1976, I, p. 212. ™ Newman 1976, I, p. 214. ©~ Newman 1976, I, p. 217. ©~ Newman 1976, I, pp. 226-227. ™~ Newman 1976, I, pp. 229-231. ©~ Newman 1976, I, pp. 242-243. ~ Millington 2001a, pp. 116-118.
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Germany Music OperaRichard Wagner at Wikipedia's sister projects:Media from CommonsQuotations from WikiquoteTexts from Wikisource Retrieved from " Richard Wagner’s radical works sent shock waves across nineteenth-century Europe. Each of his mature operas expresses deep insights into the nature of the human condition, influencing fields
as diverse as philosophy, politics, and psychiatry. They have also spurred emulation and reaction among musicians, writers, and many other artists. A charismatic and often capricious figure, Wagner was - and remains - one of the most controversial and influential composers in musical history. One of Wagner’s innovations was to employ leitmotifs,
brief musical themes associated with specific characters, objects, or ideas, which are subtly woven into the greater musical fabric. This allows the orchestra to illustrate the stage action and ‘speak’ of motivations and consequences of which the characters remain unaware. Through mythological settings, he created powerful allegories exploring issues
with universal resonance, such as love, power, heroism, and duty. Each of his operas contains orchestral passages - whether overtures, preludes, or other excerpts - that have found a place in the concert hall repertoire. Hearing them outside their operatic context reveals just how powerful Wagner’s musical gift was. His music has the ability to sweep
the listener along in an endless stream of expressively orchestrated sound. But his works are also filled with imaginatively crafted moments of delectable beauty. Discover our selection of the best Wagner works featuring 10 masterpieces including, of course, The Ring Cycle. Listen to the best of Wagner on Apple Music and Spotify. Der Ring Des
Nibelungen (The Ring Of The Nibelung) Der Ring Des Nibelungen (usually known simply as The Ring Cycle) is essentially four epic operas all linked together by the same story. In sequence, they are: Das Rheingold, Die Walkiire, Siegfried, and Gotterdammerung. Wagner’s sixteen-hour operatic tetralogy traces a power struggle that sees families
ripped apart, hearts broken, heroes slaughtered, and fortunes won and lost. Many of the characters, places, and ideas in The Ring Cycle, one of Wagner’s best works, have their very own signature tune, or leitmotif. Das Rheingold (The Rhinegold) The ‘Prologue’ to Wagner’s four-opera cycle The Ring revolves around a gold ring, which gives unlimited
power to the wearer who renounces love, and by the end of the opera has already changed hands three times. It introduces the characters that will drive this drama to its epic conclusion, and the musical themes that Wagner develops through the cycle. Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie) Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie) is the second of the four epic operas in
Wagner’s Der Ring Des Nibelungen (usually known simply as The Ring Cycle). The Valkyries of the title are an army of maidens who ride through the air on horseback, led by Brinnhilde, Wotan’s warrior-daughter, who ends the opera surrounded by a circle of flames. Listen out for Wagner’s elaborate use of leitmotifs - musical phrases associated with
individual characters, places, ideas, or plot elements. The best-known media use of Die Walkiire is in the 1979 film Apocalypse Now when the music is played as the American helicopters bombard a Vietnamese village. Siegfried The third part of Wagner’s massive operatic tetralogy centers upon Siegfried who slays the evil Fafnor (disguised as a
dragon), and the wretched dwarf Mime, before rescuing Briinnhilde from the ring of fire. Think of it as a sort of nineteenth-century version of The Lord Of The Rings trilogy, albeit with a fourth installment. Gotterdammerung (Twilight Of The Gods) Gotterdammerung (Twilight Of The Gods) is the fourth and final work of Wagner’s opera cycle Der Ring
Des Nibelungen. A series of dramatic deceptions lead to the murder of Siegfried, Brunnhilde’s suicide, the destruction of a world order, and the return of the Ring to the Rhinemaidens. By the opera’s end world order has been restored - but at a devastating cost. Der Fliegende Hollander (The Flying Dutchman) Der Fliegende Hollander (The Flying
Dutchman) was the first of Wagner’s operas to explore the theme of redemptive love, its tempestuous overture was inspired by the composer’s rough voyage from Riga to London. Condemned by the Devil to sail the world until Judgement Day, a Dutch sea captain has one chance every seven years to escape the curse by winning the love of a good
woman. Die Meistersinger Von Nirnberg (The Mastersingers Of Nuremberg) The Mastersingers Of Nuremberg, the only one of Wagner’s mature operas that deal with conventional human beings, is a ravishingly inspired melodic outpouring on an epic scale. It is the only comedy among his mature operas and is also unusual among his works in being
set in a historically well-defined time and place rather than in a mythical or legendary setting. Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg, WWV 96: Prelude Parsifal Wagner’s swansong, a masterpiece of sustained drama, is principally concerned with the retrieval by the Knights of the Holy Grail of the spear that pierced Christ’s side at his crucifixion. Listen out
for Wagner’s elaborate use of leitmotifs - musical phrases associated with individual characters, places, ideas, or plot elements. He had mastered the union of music and meaning. Parsifal, WWV 111: Prelude Tristan Und Isolde Wagner’s most audacious score, famous for its overture and the closing ‘Liebestod’, recounts the Celtic legend of the tragic
love of Tristan and Isolde. The opera, one of Wagner’s best works, was enormously influential among Western classical composers and provided direct inspiration to composers such as Gustav Mahler, Richard Strauss, Arnold Schoenberg, and Benjamin Britten. Wagner: Tristan und Isolde, WWV 90: Prelude Siegfried Idyll Siegfried Idyll is a symphonic
poem for chamber orchestra reflecting a gentle, tender side of the composer. Wagner composed the Siegfried Idyll as a birthday present for his second wife, Cosima, and it was first performed by a small ensemble, on a staircase in their villa, on Christmas Day 1870. Wagner originally intended the Siegfried Idyll to remain a private piece but, due to
financial pressures, he decided to sell the score to publisher B. Schott in 1878. Wagner: Siegfried Idyll, WWV 103 Recommended Recording Georg Solti’s phenomenal recording of Wagner’s ‘Ring’ cycle was hailed by Gramophone and BBC Music Magazine as the best recording ever made. Not only did the 1966 release set a benchmark for all future
Wagner performances, but it also revolutionized the entire nature of opera recording. Sir Georg Solti’s recording of Wagner’s Ring Cycle (Der Ring Des Nibelungen) can be bought here. Discover more of our articles collecting the best works of composers through the ages. Wilhelm Richard Wagner (22 May 1813 - 13 February 1883) was a German
composer, theatre director, polemicist, and conductor who is primarily known for his operas (or, as some of his later works were later known, "music dramas"). Unlike most opera composers, Wagner wrote both the libretto and the music for each of his stage works. Initially establishing his reputation as a composer of works in the romantic vein of
Weber and Meyerbeer, Wagner revolutionised opera through his concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk ("total work of art"), by which he sought to synthesise the poetic, visual, musical and dramatic arts, with music subsidiary to drama, and which was announced in a series of essays between 1849 and 1852. Wagner realised these ideas most fully in the
first half of the four-opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung). His compositions, particularly those of his later period, are notable for their complex textures, rich harmonies and orchestration, and the elaborate use of leitmotifs—musical phrases associated with individual characters, places, ideas or plot elements. His advances
in musical language, such as extreme chromaticism and quickly shifting tonal centres, greatly influenced the development of classical music. His Tristan und Isolde is sometimes described as marking the start of modern music. Wagner had his own opera house built, the Bayreuth Festspielhaus, which embodied many novel design features. It was here
that the Ring and Parsifal received their premieres and where his most important stage works continue to be performed in an annual festival run by his descendants. His thoughts on the relative contributions of music and drama in opera were to change again, and he reintroduced some traditional forms into his last few stage works, including Die
Meistersinger von Nirnberg (The Mastersingers of Nuremberg). Until his final years, Wagner's life was characterised by political exile, turbulent love affairs, poverty and repeated flight from his creditors. His controversial writings on music, drama and politics have attracted extensive comment in recent decades, especially where they express
antisemitic sentiments. The effect of his ideas can be traced in many of the arts throughout the 20th century; their influence spread beyond composition into conducting, philosophy, literature, the visual arts and theatre. Biography Early years Richard Wagner was born in Leipzig, at No. 3, the Briithl (The House of the Red and White Lions), in the
Jewish quarter. He was however an ethnic German, the ninth child of Carl Friedrich Wagner, who was a clerk in the Leipzig police service, and his wife, Johanna Rosine (née Paetz), the daughter of a baker. Wagner's father Carl died of typhus six months after Richard's birth, after which Johanna began living with Carl's friend, the actor and playwright
Ludwig Geyer. In August 1814 Johanna and Geyer probably married—although no documentation of this has been found in the Leipzig church registers. She and her family moved to Geyer's residence in Dresden. Until he was fourteen, Wagner was known as Wilhelm Richard Geyer. He almost certainly thought that Geyer was his biological father.
Geyer's love of the theatre came to be shared by his stepson, and Wagner took part in his performances. In his autobiography Mein Leben, Wagner recalled once playing the part of an angel. In late 1820, Wagner was enrolled at Pastor Wetzel's school at Possendorf, near Dresden, where he received a little piano instruction from his Latin teacher. He
struggled to play a proper scale at the keyboard and preferred playing theatre overtures by ear. Following Geyer's death in 1821, Richard was sent to the Kreuzschule, the boarding school of the Dresdner Kreuzchor, at the expense of Geyer's brother. At the age of nine he was hugely impressed by the Gothic elements of Carl Maria von Weber's opera
Der Freischiitz, which he saw Weber conduct. At this period Wagner entertained ambitions as a playwright. His first creative effort, listed in the Wagner-Werk-Verzeichnis (the standard listing of Wagner's works) as WWV 1, was a tragedy called Leubald. Begun at school in 1826, it was strongly influenced by Shakespeare and Goethe. Wagner was
determined to set it to music, and persuaded his family to allow him music lessons. By 1827, the family had returned to Leipzig. Wagner's first lessons in harmony were taken during 1828-31 with Christian Gottlieb Miiller. In January 1828 he first heard Beethoven's 7th Symphony and then, in March, the same composer's 9th Symphony (both at the
Gewandhaus). Beethoven became a major inspiration, and Wagner wrote a piano transcription of the 9th Symphony. He was also greatly impressed by a performance of Mozart's Requiem. Wagner's early piano sonatas and his first attempts at orchestral overtures date from this period. In 1829 he saw a performance by dramatic soprano Wilhelmine
Schroder-Devrient, and she became his ideal of the fusion of drama and music in opera. In Mein Leben, Wagner wrote "When I look back across my entire life I find no event to place beside this in the impression it produced on me", and claimed that the "profoundly human and ecstatic performance of this incomparable artist" kindled in him an "almost
demonic fire." In 1831, Wagner enrolled at the Leipzig University, where he became a member of the Saxon student fraternity. He also took composition lessons with the Thomaskantor Theodor Weinlig. Weinlig was so impressed with Wagner's musical ability that he refused any payment for his lessons. He arranged for his pupil's Piano Sonata in B-
flat major (which was consequently dedicated to him) to be published as Wagner's Op. 1. A year later, Wagner composed his Symphony in C major, a Beethovenesque work performed in Prague in 1832 and at the Leipzig Gewandhaus in 1833. He then began to work on an opera, Die Hochzeit (The Wedding), which he never completed. Early career
(1833 - 42) In 1833, Wagner's brother Albert managed to obtain for him a position as choir master at the theatre in Wirzburg. In the same year, at the age of 20, Wagner composed his first complete opera, Die Feen (The Fairies). This work, which imitated the style of Weber, went unproduced until half a century later, when it was premiered in
Munich shortly after the composer's death in 1883. Having returned to Leipzig in 1834, Wagner held a brief appointment as musical director at the opera house in Magdeburg during which he wrote Das Liebesverbot (The Ban on Love), based on Shakespeare's Measure for Measure. This was staged at Magdeburg in 1836 but closed before the second
performance; this, together with the financial collapse of the theatre company employing him, left the composer with serious money problems. Wagner had fallen for one of the leading ladies at Magdeburg, the actress Christine Wilhelmine "Minna" Planer. After the disaster of Das Liebesverbot, he followed her to Konigsberg where she helped him to
get an engagement at the theatre. The two married in Tragheim Church on 24 November 1836. In May 1837, Minna left Wagner for another man; this was but the first débacle of a troubled marriage. In June 1837, Wagner moved to Riga (then in the Russian Empire), where he became music director of the local opera; having in this capacity engaged
Minna's sister Amalie (also a singer) for the theatre, he presently resumed relations with Minna during 1838. By 1839, the couple had amassed such large debts that they fled Riga to avoid their creditors; debt would plague Wagner for most of his life. Initially they took a stormy sea passage to London, from which Wagner drew the inspiration for Der
fliegende Hollander (The Flying Dutchman), with a plot based on a sketch by Heinrich Heine. The Wagners arrived in Paris in September 1839 and stayed there until 1842. Richard made a scant living writing articles and arranging operas by other composers, largely on behalf of the Schlesinger publishing house. He also completed during this stay his
third and fourth operas Rienzi and Der fliegende Hollander. Dresden (1842 - 1849) Wagner had completed Rienzi in 1840. With the strong support of Giacomo Meyerbeer, it was accepted for performance by the Dresden Court Theatre (Hofoper) in the Kingdom of Saxony and in 1842, Wagner moved to Dresden. His relief at returning to Germany was
recorded in his "Autobiographic Sketch" of 1842, where he wrote that, en route from Paris, "For the first time I saw the Rhine—with hot tears in my eyes, I, poor artist, swore eternal fidelity to my German fatherland." Rienzi was staged to considerable acclaim on 20 October. Wagner lived in Dresden for the next six years, eventually being appointed
the Royal Saxon Court Conductor. During this period, he staged there Der fliegende Hollander (2 January 1843) and Tannhauser (19 October 1845), the first two of his three middle-period operas. Wagner also mixed with artistic circles in Dresden, including the composer Ferdinand Hiller and the architect Gottfried Semper. Wagner's involvement in
left-wing politics abruptly ended his welcome in Dresden. Wagner was active among socialist German nationalists there, regularly receiving such guests as the conductor and radical editor August Rockel and the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin. He was also influenced by the ideas of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Ludwig Feuerbach. Widespread
discontent came to a head in 1849, when the unsuccessful May Uprising in Dresden broke out, in which Wagner played a minor supporting role. Warrants were issued for the revolutionaries' arrest. Wagner had to flee, first visiting Paris and then settling in Ziirich. In exile: Switzerland (1849 - 58) Wagner was to spend the next twelve years in exile
from Germany. He had completed Lohengrin, the last of his middle-period operas, before the Dresden uprising, and now wrote desperately to his friend Franz Liszt to have it staged in his absence. Liszt conducted the premiere in Weimar in August 1850. Nevertheless, Wagner was in grim personal straits, isolated from the German musical world and
without any regular income. In 1850, Julie, the wife of his friend Karl Ritter, began to pay him a small pension which she maintained until 1859. With help from her friend Jessie Laussot this was to have been augmented to an annual sum of 3000 Thalers per year; but this plan was abandoned when Wagner began an affair with Mme. Laussot. Wagner
even planned an elopement with her in 1852, which her husband prevented. Meanwhile, Wagner's wife Minna, who had disliked the operas he had written after Rienzi, was falling into a deepening depression. Wagner fell victim to ill-health, according to Ernest Newman "largely a matter of overwrought nerves", which made it difficult for him to
continue writing. Wagner's primary published output during his first years in Ziirich was a set of essays. In "The Artwork of the Future" (1849), he described a vision of opera as Gesamtkunstwerk ("total work of art"), in which the various arts such as music, song, dance, poetry, visual arts and stagecraft were unified. "Judaism in Music" (1850) was the
first of Wagner's writings to feature antisemitic views. In this polemic Wagner argued, frequently using traditional antisemitic abuse, that Jews had no connection to the German spirit, and were thus only capable of producing shallow and artificial music. According to him, they composed music to achieve popularity and, thereby, financial success, as
opposed to creating genuine works of art. In "Opera and Drama" (1851), Wagner described the aesthetics of drama that he was using to create the Ring operas. Before leaving Dresden, Wagner had drafted a scenario that eventually became the four-opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen. He initially wrote the libretto for a single opera, Siegfrieds Tod
(Siegfried's Death), in 1848. After arriving in Zlrich he expanded the story with the opera Der junge Siegfried (Young Siegfried), which explored the hero's background. He completed the text of the cycle by writing the libretti for Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie) and Das Rheingold (The Rhine Gold) and revising the other libretti to agree with his new
concept, completing them in 1852. The concept of opera expressed in "Opera and Drama" and in other essays effectively renounced the operas he had previously written, up to and including Lohengrin. Partly in an attempt to explain his change of views, Wagner published in 1851 the autobiographical "A Communication to My Friends". This contained
his first public announcement of what was to become the Ring cycle: I shall never write an Opera more. As I have no wish to invent an arbitrary title for my works, I will call them Dramas ... I propose to produce my myth in three complete dramas, preceded by a lengthy Prelude (Vorspiel). ... At a specially-appointed Festival, I propose, some future
time, to produce those three Dramas with their Prelude, in the course of three days and a fore-evening [emphasis in original]. Wagner began composing the music for Das Rheingold between November 1853 and September 1854, following it immediately with Die Walkiire (written between June 1854 and March 1856). He began work on the third Ring
opera, which he now called simply Siegfried, probably in September 1856, but by June 1857 he had completed only the first two acts before deciding to put the work aside to concentrate on a new idea: Tristan und Isolde, based on the Arthurian love story Tristan and Iseult.[A three-quarter length portrait of a young white woman in the open air. She
wears a shawl over an elaborate-long-sleeved dress that exposes her shoulders and has a hat on over her centrally-parted dark hair.] Portrait of Mathilde Wesendonck (1850) by Karl Ferdinand SohnOne source of inspiration for Tristan und Isolde was the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer, notably his The World as Will and Representation, to which
Wagner had been introduced in 1854 by his poet friend Georg Herwegh. Wagner later called this the most important event of his life. His personal circumstances certainly made him an easy convert to what he understood to be Schopenhauer's philosophy, a deeply pessimistic view of the human condition. He remained an adherent of Schopenhauer
for the rest of his life. One of Schopenhauer's doctrines was that music held a supreme role in the arts as a direct expression of the world's essence, namely, blind, impulsive will. This doctrine contradicted Wagner's view, expressed in "Opera and Drama", that the music in opera had to be subservient to the drama. Wagner scholars have argued that
Schopenhauer's influence caused Wagner to assign a more commanding role to music in his later operas, including the latter half of the Ring cycle, which he had yet to compose. Aspects of Schopenhauerian doctrine found their way into Wagner's subsequent libretti. A second source of inspiration was Wagner's infatuation with the poet-writer
Mathilde Wesendonck, the wife of the silk merchant Otto Wesendonck. Wagner met the Wesendoncks, who were both great admirers of his music, in Zurich in 1852. From May 1853 onwards Wesendonck made several loans to Wagner to finance his household expenses in Ziirich, and in 1857 placed a cottage on his estate at Wagner's disposal, which
became known as the Asyl ("asylum" or "place of rest"). During this period, Wagner's growing passion for his patron's wife inspired him to put aside work on the Ring cycle (which was not resumed for the next twelve years) and begin work on Tristan. While planning the opera, Wagner composed the Wesendonck Lieder, five songs for voice and piano,
setting poems by Mathilde. Two of these settings are explicitly subtitled by Wagner as "studies for Tristan und Isolde". Amongst the conducting engagements that Wagner undertook for revenue during this period, he gave several concerts in 1855 with the London Philharmonic Society, including one before Queen Victoria. The Queen enjoyed his
Tannhauser overture and spoke with Wagner after the concert, writing of him in her diary that he was "short, very quiet, wears spectacles & has a very finely-developed forehead, a hooked nose & projecting chin." In exile: Venice and Paris (1858 - 62) Wagner's uneasy affair with Mathilde collapsed in 1858, when Minna intercepted a letter to
Mathilde from him. After the resulting confrontation with Minna, Wagner left Zirich alone, bound for Venice, where he rented an apartment in the Palazzo Giustinian, while Minna returned to Germany. Wagner's attitude to Minna had changed; the editor of his correspondence with her, John Burk, has said that she was to him "an invalid, to be treated
with kindness and consideration, but, except at a distance, [was] a menace to his peace of mind." Wagner continued his correspondence with Mathilde and his friendship with her husband Otto, who maintained his financial support of the composer. In an 1859 letter to Mathilde, Wagner wrote, half-satirically, of Tristan: "Child! This Tristan is turning
into something terrible. This final act!!!—I fear the opera will be banned ... only mediocre performances can save me! Perfectly good ones will be bound to drive people mad." In November 1859, Wagner once again moved to Paris to oversee production of a new revision of Tannhauser, staged thanks to the efforts of Princess Pauline von Metternich,
whose husband was the Austrian ambassador in Paris. The performances of the Paris Tannhauser in 1861 were a notable fiasco. This was partly a consequence of the conservative tastes of the Jockey Club, which organised demonstrations in the theatre to protest at the presentation of the ballet feature in act 1 (instead of its traditional location in the
second act); but the opportunity was also exploited by those who wanted to use the occasion as a veiled political protest against the pro-Austrian policies of Napoleon III. The work was withdrawn after the third performance and Wagner left Paris soon after. He had sought a reconciliation with Minna during this Paris visit, and although she joined him
there, the reunion was not successful and they again parted from each other when Wagner left. Return and resurgence (1862 - 71) The political ban that had been placed on Wagner in Germany after he had fled Dresden was fully lifted in 1862. The composer settled in Biebrich in Prussia. Here Minna visited him for the last time: they parted
irrevocably, though Wagner continued to give financial support to her while she lived in Dresden until her death in 1866. In Biebrich, Wagner at last began work on Die Meistersinger von Nirnberg, his only mature comedy. Wagner wrote a first draft of the libretto in 1845, and he had resolved to develop it during a visit he had made to Venice with
the Wesendoncks in 1860, where he was inspired by Titian's painting The Assumption of the Virgin. Throughout this period (1861-64) Wagner sought to have Tristan und Isolde produced in Vienna. Despite numerous rehearsals, the opera remained unperformed, and gained a reputation as being "impossible" to sing, which added to Wagner's financial
problems. Wagner's fortunes took a dramatic upturn in 1864, when King Ludwig II succeeded to the throne of Bavaria at the age of 18. The young king, an ardent admirer of Wagner's operas, had the composer brought to Munich. The King, who was homosexual, expressed in his correspondence a passionate personal adoration for the composer, and
Wagner in his responses had no scruples about counterfeiting a similar atmosphere. Ludwig settled Wagner's considerable debts, and proposed to stage Tristan, Die Meistersinger, the Ring, and the other operas Wagner planned. Wagner also began to dictate his autobiography, Mein Leben, at the King's request. Wagner noted that his rescue by
Ludwig coincided with news of the death of his earlier mentor (but later supposed enemy) Giacomo Meyerbeer, and regretted that "this operatic master, who had done me so much harm, should not have lived to see this day." After grave difficulties in rehearsal, Tristan und Isolde premiered at the National Theatre Munich on 10 June 1865, the first
Wagner opera premiere in almost 15 years. (The premiere had been scheduled for 15 May, but was delayed by bailiffs acting for Wagner's creditors, and also because the Isolde, Malvina Schnorr von Carolsfeld, was hoarse and needed time to recover.) The conductor of this premiere was Hans von Biilow, whose wife, Cosima, had given birth in April
that year to a daughter, named Isolde, a child not of Biillow but of Wagner. Cosima was 24 years younger than Wagner and was herself illegitimate, the daughter of the Countess Marie d'Agoult, who had left her husband for Franz Liszt. Liszt initially disapproved of his daughter's involvement with Wagner, though nevertheless the two men were
friends. The indiscreet affair scandalised Munich, and Wagner also fell into disfavour with many leading members of the court, who were suspicious of his influence on the King. In December 1865, Ludwig was finally forced to ask the composer to leave Munich. He apparently also toyed with the idea of abdicating to follow his hero into exile, but
Wagner quickly dissuaded him. Ludwig installed Wagner at the Villa Tribschen, beside Switzerland's Lake Lucerne. Die Meistersinger was completed at Tribschen in 1867, and premiered in Munich on 21 June the following year. At Ludwig's insistence, "special previews" of the first two works of the Ring, Das Rheingold and Die Walkiire, were
performed at Munich in 1869 and 1870, but Wagner retained his dream, first expressed in "A Communication to My Friends", to present the first complete cycle at a special festival with a new, dedicated, opera house. Minna had died of a heart attack on 25 January 1866 in Dresden. Wagner did not attend the funeral. Following Minna's death Cosima
wrote to Hans von Billow on a number of occasions asking him to grant her a divorce, but Biillow refused to concede this. He only consented after she had two more children with Wagner; another daughter, named Eva, after the heroine of Meistersinger, and a son Siegfried, named for the hero of the Ring. The divorce was finally sanctioned, after
delays in the legal process, by a Berlin court on 18 July 1870. Richard and Cosima's wedding took place on 25 August 1870. On Christmas Day of that year, Wagner arranged a surprise performance (its premiere) of the Siegfried Idyll for Cosima's birthday. The marriage to Cosima lasted to the end of Wagner's life. Wagner, settled into his new-found
domesticity, turned his energies towards completing the Ring cycle. He had not abandoned polemics: he republished his 1850 pamphlet "Judaism in Music", originally issued under a pseudonym, under his own name in 1869. He extended the introduction, and wrote a lengthy additional final section. The publication led to several public protests at
early performances of Die Meistersinger in Vienna and Mannheim. Bayreuth (1871 - 76) In 1871, Wagner decided to move to Bayreuth, which was to be the location of his new opera house. The town council donated a large plot of land—the "Green Hill"—as a site for the theatre. The Wagners moved to the town the following year, and the foundation
stone for the Bayreuth Festspielhaus ("Festival Theatre") was laid. Wagner initially announced the first Bayreuth Festival, at which for the first time the Ring cycle would be presented complete, for 1873, but since Ludwig had declined to finance the project, the start of building was delayed and the proposed date for the festival was deferred. To raise
funds for the construction, "Wagner societies" were formed in several cities, and Wagner began touring Germany conducting concerts. By the spring of 1873, only a third of the required funds had been raised; further pleas to Ludwig were initially ignored, but early in 1874, with the project on the verge of collapse, the King relented and provided a
loan. The full building programme included the family home, "Wahnfried", into which Wagner, with Cosima and the children, moved from their temporary accommodation on 18 April 1874. The theatre was completed in 1875, and the festival scheduled for the following year. Commenting on the struggle to finish the building, Wagner remarked to
Cosima: "Each stone is red with my blood and yours". For the design of the Festspielhaus, Wagner appropriated some of the ideas of his former colleague, Gottfried Semper, which he had previously solicited for a proposed new opera house at Munich. Wagner was responsible for several theatrical innovations at Bayreuth; these include darkening the
auditorium during performances, and placing the orchestra in a pit out of view of the audience. The Festspielhaus finally opened on 13 August 1876 with Das Rheingold, at last taking its place as the first evening of the complete Ring cycle; the 1876 Bayreuth Festival therefore saw the premiere of the complete cycle, performed as a sequence as the
composer had intended. The 1876 Festival consisted of three full Ring cycles (under the baton of Hans Richter). At the end, critical reactions ranged between that of the Norwegian composer Edvard Grieg, who thought the work "divinely composed", and that of the French newspaper Le Figaro, which called the music "the dream of a lunatic".
Amongst the disillusioned were Wagner's friend and disciple Friedrich Nietzsche, who, having published his eulogistic essay "Richard Wagner in Bayreuth" before the festival as part of his Untimely Meditations, was bitterly disappointed by what he saw as Wagner's pandering to increasingly exclusivist German nationalism; his breach with Wagner
began at this time. The festival firmly established Wagner as an artist of European, and indeed world, importance: attendees included Kaiser Wilhelm I, the Emperor Pedro II of Brazil, Anton Bruckner, Camille Saint-Saéns and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky. Wagner was far from satisfied with the Festival; Cosima recorded that months later, his attitude
towards the productions was "Never again, never again!" Moreover, the festival finished with a deficit of about 150,000 marks. The expenses of Bayreuth and of Wahnfried meant that Wagner still sought additional sources of income by conducting or taking on commissions such as the Centennial March for America, for which he received $5000. Last
years (1876 - 83) Following the first Bayreuth Festival, Wagner began work on Parsifal, his final opera. The composition took four years, much of which Wagner spent in Italy for health reasons. From 1876 to 1878 Wagner also embarked on the last of his documented emotional liaisons, this time with Judith Gautier, whom he had met at the 1876
Festival. Wagner was also much troubled by problems of financing Parsifal, and by the prospect of the work being performed by other theatres than Bayreuth. He was once again assisted by the liberality of King Ludwig, but was still forced by his personal financial situation in 1877 to sell the rights of several of his unpublished works (including the
Siegfried Idyll) to the publisher Schott. Wagner wrote a number of articles in his later years, often on political topics, and often reactionary in tone, repudiating some of his earlier, more liberal, views. These include "Religion and Art" (1880) and "Heroism and Christianity" (1881), which were printed in the journal Bayreuther Blatter, published by his
supporter Hans von Wolzogen. Wagner's sudden interest in Christianity at this period, which infuses Parsifal, was contemporary with his increasing alignment with German nationalism, and required on his part, and the part of his associates, "the rewriting of some recent Wagnerian history", so as to represent, for example, the Ring as a work
reflecting Christian ideals. Many of these later articles, including "What is German?" (1878, but based on a draft written in the 1860s), repeated Wagner's antisemitic preoccupations. Wagner completed Parsifal in January 1882, and a second Bayreuth Festival was held for the new opera, which premiered on 26 May. Wagner was by this time
extremely ill, having suffered a series of increasingly severe angina attacks. During the sixteenth and final performance of Parsifal on 29 August, he entered the pit unseen during act 3, took the baton from conductor Hermann Levi, and led the performance to its conclusion. After the festival, the Wagner family journeyed to Venice for the winter.
Wagner died of a heart attack at the age of 69 on 13 February 1883 at Ca' Vendramin Calergi, a 16th-century palazzo on the Grand Canal. The legend that the attack was prompted by argument with Cosima over Wagner's supposedly amorous interest in the singer Carrie Pringle, who had been a Flower-maiden in Parsifal at Bayreuth, is without
credible evidence. After a funerary gondola bore Wagner's remains over the Grand Canal, his body was taken to Germany where it was buried in the garden of the Villa Wahnfried in Bayreuth. Further information: www.wikipedia.org Richard Wagner Franz Hanfstaengl (Public Domain) Richard Wagner (1813-1883) was a German composer of
Romantic music most famous for his epic operas like The Ring, Tannhauser, and Tristan and Isolde. Wagner was concerned throughout his career with the theme of redemption through love and with presenting what he called 'total artworks', where music, poetry, and drama were uniquely combined into a single performance. Early Life Richard
Wagner was born in Leipzig on 22 May 1813. Within months, the infant Richard lost his father Carl Friedrich Wagner, a police actuary, to typhus. Richard's mother Johanna, the daughter of a baker, then married the painter Ludwig Geyer, who encouraged the young boy to pursue a career in music. Johanna and Geyer had long been conducting an
extra-marital affair, and some historians suggest that Geyer was actually Wagner's father. Geyer was of Jewish descent, an irony given Wagner's later views on race. The family moved to Dresden where Richard met another big influencer on his career, the conductor of the Royal Theatre, Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826). When Geyer died, Richard
and his mother moved back to Leipzig, and the young man joined the university there in June 1830. He studied musical theory under Theodor Weinlig but, unlike many other great composers, never actually learnt to play any instrument with any degree of proficiency. After graduation in 1833, he secured a position in Wirzburg as a chorus master and
then became the musical director of a travelling theatre company. It was the field of opera that really inspired the young Wagner, even if musically, he held the Ninth Symphony by Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) in highest esteem. A European Migrant In 1837, Wagner moved to Riga where he found work as a conductor, but he found himself in so
much debt that he was obliged to leave in March 1839. He lived for a while in London before moving to Paris in September 1839. Unable to make a living with his music, Wagner turned to journalism and orchestration for other musicians, but his lack of sense with money soon saw him rack up creditors again, so much so, the would-be composer
briefly became acquainted with the interior of a debtor's prison. He left Paris for Dresden in 1842, where he again found work as a conductor from 1843. Richard Wagner, 1861 Pierre Petit (Public Domain) In 1849, Wagner was obliged to leave Dresden following the popular uprising in May which he had publicly supported. With a warrant for his
arrest in Germany, Wagner settled in Ziirich, Switzerland, where he continued to compose. He also began to set out his views on opera in essays, where he described his vision for a new approach where music and drama become inseparable. In 1849, he wrote his essay Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft (The Artwork of the Future), and in 1851, he wrote
Oper und Drama (Opera and Drama). I am the most German of beings. I am the German spirit. Wagner In 1853, Wagner started working on his career-defining The Ring opera cycle. This was a massive project involving four epic dramas, and it would not be completed until 1876. Returning to Germany in 1860, Wagner moved around to avoid his more
persistent creditors. Financial freedom was finally gained in the mid-1860s when the composer secured the patronage of King Ludwig II of Bavaria (r. 1864-1886). Living in Munich and with all his debts cleared, Wagner was able to concentrate once again on composing, but eventually, the large sums of money Ludwig spent on his musical maestro
meant that the Bavarian people began to protest. Wagner was once again obliged to move on. Character & Family Life The music historian C. Schonberg gives the following striking description of Wagner: There was something Messianic about Wagner himself, a degree of megalomania that approached actual lunacy...He was a short man, about 5
feet, 5 inches tall, but he radiated power, belief in himself, ruthlessness, genius. As a human being he was frightening. Amoral, hedonistic, selfish, virulently racist, arrogant, filled with gospels of the superman (the superman naturally being Wagner) and the superiority of the German race, he stands for all that is unpleasant in human character...but
his egomania was supported by genius, and after him music was not the same. (296-7) Wagner married the actress Wilhelmine (Minna) Planer on 24 November 1836. The relationship did not last long, for within six months Minna ran off with another man. Minna and Wagner did get back together in October 1837, but things were not quite the same
again. Western Classical Music, c. 1700-1950 Simeon Netchev (CC BY-NC-ND) Around 1852, Wagner fell in love with Mathilde, the wife of a merchant, Otto Wesendonk - to add to the risk, Wagner was deeply in debt to Wesendonk. When Wagner's wife discovered the affair the composer moved to Venice, then Lucerne, and then Paris. In 1865, the
conductor at the premiere of Wagner's opera Tristan und Isolde was no less a figure than Hans von Biilow (1830-1894), but the meeting of the two musicians had consequences which went beyond their public lives. A third point in the triangle of what became a tangled affair was the composer Franz Liszt (1811-1886). Wagner's career had been
promoted by Liszt, who conducted the premieres of several of his operas. Wagner and Liszt became good friends, but when Wagner had an affair with Liszt's daughter Cosima (b. 1837), who was married to von Biilow at the time, their relationship became strained. Minna Wagner died in 1866. Wagner then lived with Cosima in Tribschen outside
Lucerne and they finally married in 1870. Eventually, Wagner and Liszt were reconciled. Wagner and Cosima had two daughters, Isolde (b. 1865) and Eva (b. 1867), and a son, Siegfried (b. 1869). The four parts of The Ring cover some 12 hours of performance & are held together thematically through the use of musical motifs. Showing that Wagner
was a Romantic in every sense, he once conducted a group of musicians on his own doorstep to serenade Cosima in honour of her birthday in 1870. The piece selected by the composer was his own symphonic poem the Siegfried Idyll, named after the couple's son. The marriage, however, later suffered from Wagner's affair with the married Judith
Mendés in the late 1870s. Wagner's attitude to other composers was ambiguous. In an 1869 article, he viciously attacked the conducting skills of Johannes Brahms (1833-1897), but it was Wagner who managed the removal of the remains of von Weber (1786-1826) from London, where he died, to Dresden. With the exception of Beethoven, perhaps the
only composer Wagner really admired was himself. Wagner once wrote, "I am the most German of beings. I am the German spirit. Consider the incomparable magic of my works." (Schonberg, 309). Richard and Cosima Wagner Fritz Luckhardt (Public Domain) The Wagner Operas Wagner tried writing his first opera in 1832 but abandoned the project.
Preferring to write his own librettos, he had a second attempt and completed his Die Feen (The Fairies) by 1834, although it was not staged until 1888. Wagner's third opera was Das Lieberverbot (Love's Interdict or The Ban on Love) based on the play Measure for Measure by William Shakespeare (1564-1616). The opera only managed a single
performance, in Magdeburg in 1836, but this lack of success was more to do with the theatre company going bankrupt than any lack of merit in the opera. At least, thanks to his conducting duties at Magdeburg, Wagner was increasing his knowledge of German and Italian operas. The opera Rienzi was partly written while Wagner was in Riga and first
performed in Dresden's Hoftheatre in October 1842. The success of Rienzi allowed Wagner to pursue his vision of what modern opera should be. He was now inspired to delve into literature for potential libretto material, particularly stories from German folklore. He was especially interested in the legends of Lohengrin - the knight who searches for
the Holy Grail - and Tannhauser - the poet-knight who discovers the underground home of the goddess Venus. In his epic operas, Wagner, inspired by such philosophers as Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), was looking for a new kind of artistic presentation, one that combined music with other arts like poetry, painting, dramatic plays, mythological
literature, and even philosophy and politics. This vision of a 'complete’' or 'total' art form became known as Gesamtkunstwerk and was expressed in the composer's essays on the arts. Wagner's operas were also different in that they often provide very challenging roles, especially for the tenor and soprano roles. He also did away with arias as
"unbroken drama expressed in unbroken music was his goal" (Schonberg, 302). Wagner's new approach gained both admirers and critics. Wagner became "a destructive force, to some, and the ultimate hope of music to others" (ibid, 304). In the end, Wagner became the most famous composer in the world, but there were notable critics, many of them
composers themselves or giants in their own field. Clara Schumann described the experience of watching a Wagner opera as like "wading about in a swamp" (Steen, 459), Leo Tolstoy described one Wagner opera as "a stupid Punch and Judy show" (ibid), while Virginia Wolf labelled Wagner's operas as nothing more than "bawling sentimentality"
(ibid). The opera Der fliegende Hollander (The Flying Dutchman) was completed in 1841, and its three-act libretto by Wagner based on Heinrich Heine's Aus den Memoiren des Herren von Schnabelewopski tells the tale of the Dutchman who, found guilty of blasphemy, is condemned to sail a ship until he is redeemed by a faithful woman. An extra
catch is the wandering mariner can only make the attempt to find love once every seven years. The Dutchman is ultimately redeemed, by Senta, a Norwegian fisherman's daughter who proves her love by throwing herself off a cliff as the Dutchman's ship leaves port. This theme of redemption through love would preoccupy Wagner for the rest of his
career. The opera was premiered in Dresden in January 1843; such was its success, Wagner was appointed the theatre's conductor. The opera Tannhauser und der Sangerkrieg auf dem Wartburg (Tannhauser and the Song Contest at the Wartburg, usually referred to simply as Tannhauser) was completed in the spring of 1845. The plot over three acts
with words by Wagner has the poet-knight of the title seduced by Venus. He sings a song in her praise at the Wartburg song contest, which offends his fellow knights, who insist he seeks absolution from the Pope. The romantic interest is provided by Elisabeth, who, on hearing of Tannhauser's plight, dies of a broken heart. Tannhauser returns to
Wartburg, sees Elisabeth on the funeral pyre, and then dies of grief. Pilgrims who have been to Rome arrive at the tragic scene with the Pope's staff and its miraculous sprouting of leaves, taken as a sign that God has forgiven Tannhauser. The opera premiered in Dresden in October 1845. The opera Lohengrin was completed in 1848. It premiered at
the Weimar Court Theatre in August 1850 with great success. The three-act libretto, written by Wagner based on the anonymous legend of Lohengrin, tells of court intrigues in the kingdom of Brabant. The knight Lohengrin arrives on a boat drawn by swans and agrees to defend Princess Elsa in her claim to the throne provided she never asks his
name or origins. Lohengrin defeats the nasty Telramund and marries Elsa. After another fight with Telramund, Lohengrin reveals to the court his name and that he comes from the Temple of the Holy Grail. Sign up for our free weekly email newsletter! Festspielhaus in Bayreuth Interior Ramme & Ulrich, Hoffotograf, Bayreuth (Public Domain) The
three-act opera Tristan und Isolde (Tristan and Isolde) was completed in 1859, with both music and libretto by Wagner. The plot, which involves a doomed adulterous affair between the title characters may well have been inspired by the composer's own affair with Mathilde Wesendonk. Just like real life, the operatic affair all ends in tears. The opera
was premiered at the Munich Court Theatre in June 1865. The opera Die Meistersinger von Nirnberg (The Mastersingers of Nuremberg) was completed in the autumn of 1867. The three-act libretto by Wagner involves a singing competition in Nuremberg to decide who will marry Eva, the daughter of a goldsmith, and the various rivalries and
intrigues between the contestants. The opera premiered in Munich in June 1868. The operatic cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring) was completed in 1874 but not performed complete until 1876. The work is composed of four epic dramas, meant to be shown over four successive evenings. Das Rheingold (The Rhinegold) acts as a prologue to the
subsequent trio of three-act dramas: Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie), Siegfried, and Gotterdammerung (Twilight of the Gods). The plot is "an allegory, and tells of the struggle for power between the Nibelung dwarfs, the Giants, and the Gods" (Arnold, 1571). There is a treasure of gold (the Rhinegold), a gold ring that gives its wearer mastership of the
world, nine warrior goddesses called the Valkyries, the heroes Siegmund and Siegfried, a curse, a magic helmet, spear and sword, and a finale that ends with the burning of Valhalla, the destruction of the gods, and the birth of a new world of Love. The four parts cover some 12 hours of performance and are held together thematically through the use
of musical motifs identified with specific characters and situations. The premiere was not without its problems - the vital ring was lost mid-performance and a cock-up with the scenery revealed all the stagehands at one point - but the opera has been a staple of the repertory worldwide ever since. It is considered Wagner's masterpiece. Wagner's final
opera was Parsifal, completed while the composer was in Palermo in Sicily in 1882. It tells a story involving the legendary healing powers of the Holy Grail. It was premiered in Bayreuth in the summer of 1882 to great acclaim. Valhalla by Max Briickner Max Brickner (Public Domain) Wagner's Innovations Wagner was an innovative composer and
even added brand-new instruments to the orchestra. For example, for The Ring, he commissioned new instruments to be made like the bass trumpet and the Wagner tuba, which bears his name. The composer was often keen to increase the sound of his orchestras, too. For example, for the finale of Das Rheingold Wagner employs six harps. Wagner
was clearly a little particular about his instruments. He once said of the viola that it is "commonly played by infirm violinists or by decrepit wind players who were at one time acquainted with the violin" (Wade-Matthews, 108). Wagner was also keen to influence theatre design and ensure audiences had an unimpeded view of the actors and the hall
had excellent acoustics. To these ends, he made specifications for the architect Gottfried Semper to build the new Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, completed in 1876. The first production there was Wagner's Ring cycle, given before an audience of 4,000, which included the emperor of Germany, a handful of other European royals, and the world's press.
The theatre continues today to host an annual Wagner festival. Nazism & Antisemitic Views Wagner was guilty of expressing antisemitic views in such pamphlets as Das Judenthum in der Musik (Jewry in Music, 1850). He not only attacked in words such Jewish composers as Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791-1864) but his writings also claimed that the
German Aryans were descended from the Gods and that the taking up of their rightful place as rulers had been somehow impeded by the business activities of the Jews. In the next century, these views resulted in the German Nazi party holding up Wagner as a composer for particular endorsement (despite his possible Jewish ancestry through Geyer).
Wagnerism and Nazism became bedfellows. Adolf Hitler once stated: "Whoever wants to understand National Socialistic Germany must know Wagner" (Schonberg, 317). Wagner's reputation has suffered from these associations ever since. Wagner's Most Famous Works The most famous works composed by Richard Wagner include: Der fliegende
Hollander - The Flying Dutchman opera (1841) Tannhauser opera (1843) Lohengrin opera (1848) Faust overture (1839-40, revised 1855) Tristan und Isolde - Tristan and Isolde opera (1859) Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg - The Master-Singers of Nuremberg opera (1867) Siegfried Idyll orchestral work (1870) Der Ring des Nibelungen - The Ring of



the Nibelung opera (1874) Parsifal (1882)Page 2 Richard Wagner Franz Hanfstaengl (Public Domain) Richard Wagner (1813-1883) was een Duitse componist van romantische muziek die het meest bekend is om zijn epische opera's zoals De Ring, Tannh&user en Tristan en Isolde. Wagner hield zich gedurende zijn hele carriere bezig met het thema
'verlossing door liefde' en met het presenteren van wat hij 'totaalkunstwerken' (Gesamtkunstwerke) noemde, waarin muziek, poézie en drama op unieke wijze werden gecombineerd in één voorstelling. Jonge jaren Richard Wagner werd op 22 mei 1813 in Leipzig geboren. Binnen enkele maanden verloor de pasgeboren Richard zijn vader Carl
Friedrich Wagner, een actuaris bij de politie, aan tyfus. Richard's moeder Johanna, een bakkersdochter, trouwde toen met de schilder Ludwig Geyer, die de jongen aanmoedigde om een carriére in de muziek na te streven. Johanna en Geyer hadden al lang een buitenechtelijke affaire en sommige historici suggereren dat Geyer eigenlijk Wagners vader
was. Geyer was van Joodse afkomst, een ironisch gegeven gezien Wagners latere opvattingen over ras. Het gezin verhuisde naar Dresden waar Richard Carl Maria von Weber (1786-1826) ontmoette, de dirigent van het Koninklijk Theater, die een grote invloed zou hebben op zijn carriere. Toen Geyer overleed, verhuisden Richard en zijn moeder terug
naar Leipzig en de jongeman ging in juni 1830 naar de universiteit. Hij studeerde muziektheorie bij Theodor Weinlig, maar anders dan veel andere grote componisten leerde hij nooit een instrument te bespelen. Na zijn afstuderen in 1833 kreeg hij een betrekking als koormeester in Wirzburg en werd hij muzikaal directeur van een reizend
theatergezelschap. Het was de operavorm die de jonge Wagner echt inspireerde, ook al had hij muzikaal gezien het grootste respect voor de Negende van Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827). Een Europese migrant In 1837 verhuisde Wagner naar Riga waar hij werk vond als dirigent, maar hij raakte daar zo diep in de schulden dat hij in maart 1839
moest vertrekken. Hij woonde een tijdje in Londen voordat hij in september 1839 naar Parijs verhuisde. Omdat hij met zijn muziek niet in zijn levensonderhoud kon voorzien, richtte Wagner zich op de journalistiek en deed orkestratie voor andere musici. Door zijn gebrekkige financiéle vaardigheden kreeg hij al snel weer schuldeisers, zo veel zelfs dat
de aspirant-componist korte tijd kennismaakte met het interieur van een schuldengevangenis. In 1842 vertrok hij van Parijs naar Dresden, waar hij vanaf 1843 weer werk vond als dirigent. Richard Wagner, 1861 Pierre Petit (Public Domain) In 1849 moest Wagner Dresden verlaten, na de volksopstand in mei van dat jaar die hij publiekelijk had
gesteund. Met een arrestatiebevel voor Duitsland vestigde Wagner zich in Ziirich, Zwitserland, waar hij verder componeerde. Hij begon ook zijn visie op opera uiteen te zetten in essays, waarin hij zijn nieuwe benadering beschreef waarin muziek en drama onafscheidelijk zouden zijn. In 1849 schreef hij zijn essay Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft en in
1851 Oper und Drama. Ik ben het meest Duitse wezen. Ik ben de Duitse geest. Wagner In 1853 begon Wagner te werken aan zijn baanbrekende Ring-operacyclus. Dit was een enorm project met vier epische drama's, dat pas in 1876 voltooid zou worden. Toen Wagner in 1860 terugkeerde naar Duitsland, verhuisde hij voortdurend om zijn hardnekkige
schuldeisers te ontlopen. Financiéle vrijheid kwam er uiteindelijk halverwege de jaren 1860 toen de componist het beschermheerschap ontving van Koning Ludwig II van Beieren (r. 1864-1886). Wonend in Minchen en met al zijn schulden afbetaald, kon Wagner zich weer concentreren op het componeren, maar uiteindelijk zorgden de grote sommen
geld die Ludwig uitgaf aan zijn muzikale maestro er wel voor dat het Beierse volk begon te protesteren. Wagner was opnieuw genoodzaakt om verder te trekken. Karakter en gezinsleven De muziekhistoricus C. Schonberg geeft de volgende treffende beschrijving van Wagner: Er was iets Messiaans aan Wagner zelf, een mate van grootheidswaanzin
die in de buurt kwam van echte krankzinnigheid... Hij was een kleine man, ongeveer 1.80 m lang, maar hij straalde kracht uit, geloof in zichzelf, meedogenloosheid, genialiteit. Als mens was hij angstaanjagend. Amoreel, hedonistisch, egoistisch, virulent racistisch, arrogant, vervuld van religieuze ideeén over de Ubermensch (die 'superman' was
natuurlijk Wagner) en de superioriteit van het Duitse ras, staat hij model voor alles wat onaangenaam is in het menselijke karakter...maar zijn egomanie werd ondersteund door genialiteit, en na hem was muziek niet langer wat het was. (296-7) Wagner trouwde op 24 november 1836 met de actrice Wilhelmine (Minna) Planer. De relatie duurde niet
lang, want binnen zes maanden ging Minna ervandoor met een andere man. Minna en Wagner kwamen in oktober 1837 wel weer bij elkaar, maar het was niet meer helemaal hetzelfde. Westerse Klassieke Muziek, ca. 1700-1950 Simeon Netchev (CC BY-NC-ND) Rond 1852 werd Wagner verliefd op Mathilde, de vrouw van een koopman, Otto
Wesendonk - om het nog riskanter te maken, stond Wagner financieel diep in de schuld bij Wesendonk. Toen Wagners vrouw de affaire ontdekte, verhuisde de componist naar Venetié, Luzern en Parijs. In 1865 was de dirigent bij de premiere van Wagners opera Tristan und Isolde niemand minder dan Hans von Biillow (1830-1894), maar de ontmoeting
tussen de twee musici had gevolgen die verder gingen dan hun openbare leven. Een derde punt in de driehoek van wat een verwarde affaire werd, was de componist Franz Liszt (1811-1886). Wagners carriere was bevorderd door Liszt, die de premiéres van verschillende van zijn opera's dirigeerde. Wagner en Liszt werden goede vrienden, maar toen
Wagner een verhouding kreeg met Liszts dochter Cosima (geb. 1837), die op dat moment getrouwd was met von Billow, kwam hun relatie onder druk te staan. Minna Wagner stierf in 1866. Wagner woonde daarna met Cosima in Tribschen buiten Luzern en ze trouwden uiteindelijk in 1870. Uiteindelijk verzoenden Wagner en Liszt zich. Wagner en
Cosima kregen twee dochters, Isolde (geb. 1865) en Eva (geb. 1867), en een zoon, Siegfried (geb. 1869). De vier delen van De Ring beslaan ongeveer 12 uur en worden thematisch bij elkaar gehouden door het gebruik van muzikale motieven. Wagner bewees dat hij in alle opzichten een romanticus was en dirigeerde ooit een groep muzikanten voor
zijn eigen deur om Cosima een serenade te brengen ter ere van haar verjaardag in 1870. Het stuk dat de componist koos was zijn eigen symfonische gedicht de Siegfried Idyll, genoemd naar de zoon van het echtpaar. Het huwelijk leed later echter onder Wagners affaire met de getrouwde Judith Mendeés aan het eind van de jaren 1870. Wagners
houding tegenover andere componisten was dubbelzinnig. In een artikel uit 1869 viel hij venijnig de dirigeerkunsten van Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) aan, maar het was ook Wagner die de overblijfselen van Von Weber (1786-1826) van Londen, waar hij stierf, naar Dresden liet overbrengen. Misschien met uitzondering van Beethoven, was de enige
componist die Wagner echt bewonderde, hijzelf. Wagner schreef ooit: "Ik ben de meest Duitse van alle wezens. Ik ben de Duitse geest. Denk aan de onvergelijkelijke magie van mijn werken." (Schonberg, 309). Richard en Cosima Wagner Fritz Luckhardt (Public Domain) De Wagner-opera's Wagner probeerde zijn eerste opera te schrijven in 1832,
maar liet het project varen. Omdat hij liever zijn eigen libretto's schreef, ondernam hij een tweede poging en voltooide zijn Die Feen (De feeén) in 1834, hoewel het pas in 1888 werd opgevoerd. Wagners derde opera was Das Lieberverbot (Het liefdesverbod ) gebaseerd op het toneelstuk Measure for Measure van William Shakespeare (1564-1616). De
opera werd slechts één keer opgevoerd, in 1836 in Maagdenburg, maar dit gebrek aan succes had meer te maken met het faillissement van het theatergezelschap dan met een gebrek aan verdienste van de opera. Dankzij zijn dirigentschap in Maagdenburg vergrootte Wagner in ieder geval zijn kennis van Duitse en Italiaanse opera's. De opera Rienzi
werd gedeeltelijk geschreven terwijl Wagner in Riga was en werd voor het eerst opgevoerd in het Hoftheater van Dresden in oktober 1842. Het succes van Rienzi stelde Wagner in staat om zijn visie op wat moderne opera zou moeten zijn verder te ontwikkelen. Hij werd nu geinspireerd om in de literatuur te duiken om potentieel librettomateriaal te
zoeken, met name verhalen uit de Duitse folklore. Hij was vooral geinteresseerd in de legenden van Lohengrin - de ridder die op zoek gaat naar de Heilige Graal - en Tannhauser - de dichter-ridder die het ondergrondse huis van de godin Venus ontdekt. In zijn epische opera's was Wagner, geinspireerd door filosofen als Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-
1860), op zoek naar een nieuw soort artistieke presentatie, die muziek combineerde met andere kunsten zoals po€zie, schilderkunst, toneel, mythologische literatuur en zelfs filosofie en politiek. Deze visie van een 'complete’ of 'totale' kunstvorm werd bekend als Gesamtkunstwerk en werd beschreven in de essays van de componist over de kunsten.
Wagners opera's waren ook anders doordat ze vaak zeer uitdagende rollen boden, vooral voor de tenor- en sopraanpartijen. Hij schafte ook de aria af omdat "ononderbroken drama uitgedrukt in ononderbroken muziek zijn doel was" (Schonberg, 302). Wagners nieuwe aanpak oogstte zowel bewondering als kritiek. Wagner werd "een vernietigende
kracht volgens sommigen en de laatste hoop voor de muziek voor anderen"(ibid, 304). Uiteindelijk werd Wagner de beroemdste componist ter wereld, maar er waren belangrijke critici, velen van hen zelf componisten of grootheden op hun eigen vakgebied. Clara Schumann beschreef de toeschouwerservaring van een Wagner-opera als "waden door
een moeras" (Steen, 459), Leo Tolstoj beschreef een Wagner-opera als "een stomme janklaassenvoorstelling"(ibid), terwijl Virginia Woolf Wagners opera's bestempelde als niets meer dan "schreeuwerige sentimentaliteit"(ibid). De opera Der fliegende Hollander (De Vliegende Hollander) werd voltooid in 1841, en het libretto in drie aktes van Wagner,
gebaseerd op Heinrich Heine's Aus den Memoiren des Herren von Schnabelewopski, vertelt het verhaal van een Hollander die, schuldig bevonden aan godslastering, veroordeeld is tot het bevaren van een schip totdat hij verlost wordt door een trouwe vrouw. Een extra addertje onder het gras is dat de zwervende zeeman maar eens in de zeven jaar
een poging mag wagen om de liefde te vinden. De Hollander wordt uiteindelijk verlost door Senta, een Noorse vissersdochter die haar liefde bewijst door zichzelf van een klif te gooien als het schip van de Hollander de haven verlaat. Dit thema van verlossing door liefde zou Wagner de rest van zijn carriere bezighouden. De opera ging in januari 1843
in premiere in Dresden; het succes was zo groot dat Wagner werd benoemd tot dirigent van het theater. De opera Tannh&duser und der Sangerkrieg auf dem Wartburg (Tannh&duser en de zangwedstrijd op de Wartburg, meestal kortweg Tannhauser genoemd) werd voltooid in het voorjaar van 1845. Het plot in drie bedrijven met teksten van Wagner
laat de dichter-ridder uit de titel verleiden door Venus. Hij zingt een lied ter ere van haar op het zangconcours van de Wartburg, wat een belediging is voor zijn mederidders, die erop aandringen dat hij de paus om absolutie vraagt. De romantiek wordt belichaamd door Elisabeth, die, wanneer ze hoort van Tannhausers benarde situatie, sterft aan een
gebroken hart. Tannhauser keert terug naar de Wartburg, ziet Elisabeth op de brandstapel en sterft van verdriet. Pelgrims die naar Rome zijn geweest arriveren bij de tragische scene met de staf van de paus en zijn wonderbaarlijke uitlopende bladeren, die worden opgevat als een teken dat God Tannh&user heeft vergeven. De opera ging in premiére
in Dresden in oktober 1845. De opera Lohengrin werd voltooid in 1848. Het ging in premiére in het Weimar Hof Theater in augustus 1850, met groot succes. Het libretto in drie bedrijven, geschreven door Wagner op basis van de anonieme legende van Lohengrin, vertelt over hofintriges in het koninkrijk Brabant. De ridder Lohengrin arriveert op een
boot getrokken door zwanen en stemt ermee in prinses Elsa te verdedigen bij haar aanspraak op de troon, op voorwaarde dat ze nooit naar zijn naam of afkomst vraagt. Lohengrin verslaat de valse Telramund en trouwt Elsa. Na nog een gevecht met Telramund onthult Lohengrin aan het hof zijn naam en dat hij uit de Tempel van de Heilige Graal
komt. Het Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, interieur Ramme & Ulrich, Hoffotograf, Bayreuth (Public Domain) De opera Tristan und Isolde (Tristan en Isolde) werd voltooid in 1859, met zowel muziek als libretto van Wagner. Het plot, over een tot mislukken gedoemde overspelige affaire tussen de titelpersonages, zou wel eens geinspireerd kunnen zijn op de
affaire van de componist zelf met Mathilde Wesendonk. Net als in het echte leven eindigt de opera-affaire in tranen. De opera ging in juni 1865 in premiere in het Hoftheater in Miinchen. De opera Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg (De meesterzangers van Neurenberg) werd voltooid in de herfst van 1867. Het libretto van Wagner bestaat uit drie aktes
en gaat over een zangwedstrijd in Neurenberg, gehouden om te bepalen wie met Eva, de dochter van een goudsmid, zal trouwen, en over de verschillende rivaliteiten en intriges tussen de deelnemers. De opera ging in juni 1868 in Miinchen in premiere. De operacyclus Der Ring des Nibelungen (De Ring) werd voltooid in 1874, maar pas in 1876
volledig uitgevoerd. Het werk bestaat uit vier epische drama's, bedoeld om gedurende vier opeenvolgende avonden te worden opgevoerd. Das Rheingold (Het Rijngoud) fungeert als een proloog voor het daaropvolgende trio van drama's in drie bedrijven: Die Walkiire, Siegfried en Gotterdammerung (Godenschemering). Het plot is "een allegorie, en
vertelt over de strijd om de macht tussen de Nibelung-dwergen, de Reuzen en de Goden" (Arnold, 1571). Er is een schat van goud (het Rijngoud), een gouden ring die de drager heerschappij over de wereld geeft, negen krijgersgodinnen genaamd de Walkuren, de helden Siegmund en Siegfried, een vloek, een magische helm, speer en zwaard, en een
finale die eindigt met het verbranden van Walhalla, de vernietiging van de goden, en de geboorte van een nieuwe wereld van Liefde. De vier delen beslaan ongeveer 12 uur podiumtijd en zijn thematisch verbonden door het gebruik van muzikale motieven die geidentificeerd worden met specifieke personages en situaties. De premiere verliep niet
zonder problemen - de vitale ring ging halverwege de opvoering verloren en een ramp met het decor onthulde op een gegeven moment alle toneelknechten - maar sindsdien is de opera niet meer weg te denken uit het repertoire over de hele wereld. Het wordt beschouwd als Wagners meesterwerk. Wagners laatste opera was Parsifal, voltooid toen de
componist in 1882 in Palermo op Sicilié was. Het is een verhaal over de legendarische helende krachten van de Heilige Graal. Het ging in premiere in Bayreuth in de zomer van 1882 en oogstte veel bijval. Walhalla, door Max Briickner Max Briickner (Public Domain) Wagners vernieuwingen Wagner was een innovatieve componist; hij voegde zelfs
gloednieuwe instrumenten toe aan het orkest. Voor De Ring liet hij bijvoorbeeld nieuwe instrumenten maken als de bastrompet en de Wagnertuba die zijn naam draagt. De componist was er ook vaak op uit om het geluidsvolume van zijn orkesten te vergroten. Voor de finale van Das Rheingold gebruikt Wagner bijvoorbeeld zes harpen. Wagner was
duidelijk nogal kieskeurig als het om instrumentalisten ging. Hij zei ooit over de altviool dat deze "vaak bespeeld wordt door zieke violisten of door vervallen blazers die ooit bekend waren met de viool" (Wade-Matthews, 108). Wagner wilde ook graag invloed uitoefenen op het ontwerp van het theater om te zorgen dat het publiek een onbelemmerd
zicht had op de acteurs en dat de zaal een uitstekende akoestiek had. Daarom gaf hij de architect Gottfried Semper opdracht om het nieuwe Festspielhaus in Bayreuth te bouwen, dat in 1876 werd voltooid. De eerste productie daar was de Ringcyclus van Wagner voor een publiek van 4000 toeschouwers, waaronder de keizer van Duitsland, een
handvol andere Europese vorsten en de wereldpers. In dit theater wordt ook nu nog jaarlijks een Wagnerfestival gehouden. Nazisme en antisemitische opvattingen Wagner maakte zich schuldig aan het uiten van antisemitische standpunten in pamfletten als Das Judenthum in der Musik (Het jodendom in de muziek), 1850. Hij viel niet alleen Joodse
componisten als Giacomo Meyerbeer (1791-1864) met woorden aan, maar beweerde in zijn geschriften ook dat de Duitse Ariérs afstamden van de goden en dat het innemen van hun rechtmatige plaats als heersers op de een of andere manier werd belemmerd door de zakelijke activiteiten van Joden. In de daaropvolgende eeuw leidden deze
standpunten ertoe dat de Duitse nazipartij Wagner als componist bevoordeelde met bijzondere steun (ondanks zijn mogelijke Joodse afkomst via Geyer). Wagnerisme en nazisme werden bedgenoten. Adolf Hitler verklaarde ooit: "Wie het nationaalsocialistische Duitsland wil begrijpen, moet Wagner kennen" (Schonberg, 317). Wagners reputatie heeft
sindsdien onder deze associaties geleden. Wagners beroemdste werken De beroemdste werken van Richard Wagner zijn: Der fliegende Hollander, opera (1841) Tannhauser, opera ( 1843) Lohengrin, opera (1848) Faust ouverture (1839-40, herzien 1855) Tristan und Isolde, opera (1859) Die Meistersinger von Niurnberg, opera (1867) Siegfried Idyll -
orkestwerk (1870) Der Ring des Nibelungen, operacyclus (1874) Parsifal, opera (1882)Page 3 Richard Strauss, door Erler Fritz Erler (Public Domain) Richard Strauss (1864-1949) was een Duitse dirigent en componist van zowel muziek, zowel in het laatromantische als in het modernistische genre. Hij werd vooral bekend door zijn symfonische
gedichten en door opera's als Salome en Elektra, die beide een sensatie veroorzaakten. Strauss kreeg een hele nieuwe generatie bewonderaars toen zijn Also sprach Zarathustra werd gebruikt in de film 2001: A Space Odyssey uit 1968. Jonge jaren Richard Strauss werd geboren in Minchen, Duitsland, op 11 juni 1864. Zijn vader Franz-Joseph was
eerste hoornist in het hoforkest van Miinchen en zijn moeder, Josephine Pschorr, kwam uit een Miinchense familie met een succesvol brouwerijbedrijf (het merk bestaat nog steeds). Richard erfde het muzikale talent van zijn vader en nog wat meer, want op vierjarige leeftijd kon hij al piano spelen en op zijn achtste ook viool. Hij componeerde vanaf
zijn zesde. Met het geld van zijn moeder en de connecties van zijn vader in de muziekbusiness, was Richard al snel in staat om een aantal van zijn eigen composities te publiceren, waaronder liederen, sonates en symfonieén. Richard studeerde daarbij filosofie en kunstgeschiedenis aan de universiteit van Miinchen. Toen hij begin 20 was,
demonstreerde hij al "de paradoxale mix van vakkundige spaarzaamheid en provocerende overdaad die het kenmerk werd van zijn latere stijl" (Sadie, 299). Later, als dirigent, was Strauss niet bepaald een fan van de houtblazerssectie; hij zei ooit: "Als je ze al kunt horen, zijn ze te sterk" (Wade-Matthews, 142). Als componist gebruikte hij ze
daarentegen vaak, om te beginnen al in zijn eerste grote werk, de Serenade voor blaasinstrumenten. Strauss' dirigeerstijl was aanvankelijk extravagant, maar ontwikkelde zich tot een heel andere, bijzondere stijl, vooral met betrekking tot zijn eigen composities volgens de critici, die "niet uit konden over de flamboyante aard van de muziek in contrast
met de terughoudendheid van zijn gebaren" (Schonberg, 486). In het begin van de jaren 1880 schreef Strauss zijn Suite in Bes, het Eerste Hoornconcert, een cellosonate en een aantal liederen. Zijn Tweede Symfonie ging in premiere in New York. In 1885 kreeg de componist de positie van assistent van de beroemde dirigent Hans von Biilow (1830-
1894). Deze positie bracht Strauss naar Meiningen in Midden-Duitsland en werd een groot succes voor de jonge componist, want binnen een maand trad von Billow terug en werd Strauss de chef-dirigent van het gerespecteerde orkest van Meiningen. Een aura van sensatie omringde de slanke, lange man EN zijn buitensporige muziek (Schonberg).
Romantiek en symfonische gedichten In 1886 werd Strauss dirigent van de hofopera in Miinchen, een functie die hij drie jaar lang bekleedde. Strauss was een bewonderaar van de opera's van Richard Wagner (1813-1883) en van diens ideeén over het Gesamtkunstwerk, dat wil zeggen een 'totaal', alomvattend kunstwerk waarin poézie, drama en
muziek naadloos samengingen. Het was echter niet de opera waar Strauss zich op richtte, maar het symfonische gedicht of Tondichtung (de term die Strauss verkoos), een vorm met orkestmuziek die geinspireerd is door één enkel idee uit literatuur, kunst of natuur. Strauss' eerste symfonische gedicht was Aus Italien, gecomponeerd toen hij in 1886
in Itali€ was. Richard Strauss, 1888 Unknown Artist (Public Domain) Strauss' ster was rijzende en hij werd benoemd tot assistent-dirigent aan het hof van Weimar in 1889. Hij vond in de jaren 1890 ook nog tijd om te componeren, met name de symfonische gedichten Macbeth, Don Juan (een groot succes), Don Quichot en nog vele andere. Also sprach
Zarathustra was een ander succes in 1896, en het sprak in de volgende eeuw opnieuw tot de publieke verbeelding door de film 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). Hoewel hij in zijn symfonische gedichten vasthoudt aan klassieke vormen, "is er in de beste een humor en een gevoel van licht ironische afstandelijkheid die laten zien dat Strauss zich
verwijdert van de romantische ernst van zijn voorgangers" (Arnold, 1756). Deze symfonische gedichten maakten Strauss internationaal beroemd en hun innovatieve stijl zorgde dat "een aura van sensatie de slanke, lange man en zijn buitensporige muziek omringde" (Schonberg, 485). Ironisch genoeg stond het symfonische gedicht als muzikale vorm
zelf op het punt om volledig en voorgoed uit de mode te raken. Als Strauss wilde blijven vernieuwen, dan moest dat in een andere vorm gebeuren. De opera Salome bezorgde Strauss, ondanks wat aanvankelijk getouwtrek met censoren in verschillende landen, nog meer internationale roem. Familierelaties Strauss trouwde in 1894 met de
sopraanzangeres Pauline de Ahna. Als huwelijkscadeau gaf Strauss zijn vrouw vier liederen (4 Lieder, op. 27). Voor een man wiens muziek eindeloze sensatiekoppen in de pers veroorzaakte, leidde Strauss een opmerkelijk rustig gezinsleven: "nooit was er de minste zweem van schandaal in zijn privéleven" (Schonberg, 486). Richard en Pauline kregen
in 1879 een zoon, Franz (bijgenaamd Bubi). De opera's van Strauss In de jaren 1890 richtte Strauss zich op de opera. Hij componeerde zijn eerste opera Guntram in 1894, maar dit werd geen succes. Het duurde zeven jaar voordat hij een tweede poging waagde: Feuersnot (Vuurhonger), maar die was niet beter dan Guntram. In 1898 werd Strauss
aangesteld als chef-dirigent van de Berlijnse Koninklijke Opera. Niet afgeschrikt door de slechte resultaten van zijn eerste opera's, behaalde Strauss voor de derde keer meer succes met Salome in 1905. Het eenakter-libretto van Salome is gebaseerd op het toneelstuk van Oscar Wilde dat een groot schandaal veroorzaakte. In de plot verkondigt de
gevangen Johannes de Doper de komst van de Messias. Koning Herodes vraagt Salome ten dans, wat ze doet op voorwaarde dat ze één wens mag doen. Salome vraagt om het hoofd van Johannes de Doper, danst, ontvangt het hoofd en kust en streelt het (vandaar het schandaal). Herodes walgt ervan (evenals veel muziekcritici) en geeft zijn soldaten
opdracht Salome met hun schilden dood te slaan. De partituur van Salome toont de invloed van Wagner en was "een meesterwerk van sensuele, overspannen laatromantiek” (Wade-Matthews, 425). Sommige critici waren niet alleen geschokt door de verhaallijn, maar ook over de moderniteit van de orkestratie; anderen vonden het juist een
meesterwerk - Gustav Mahler (1860-1911) was die laatste mening toegedaan. Westerse Klassieke Muziek, ca. 1700-1950 Simeon Netchev (CC BY-NC-ND) Salome gaf Strauss, na enig getouwtrek met censoren van verschillende landen, meer internationale bekendheid na de premieres in Dresden in december 1905, in New York in 1907 (waar het na
één uitvoering werd teruggetrokken vanwege publieke verontwaardiging) en in Londen in 1910. Met zijn inkomsten uit de opera bouwde de componist een enorme villa in het bergresort Garmisch in Beieren. Strauss werd erg rijk, want "het was bekend dat Strauss hard onderhandelde en net zoveel hield van het geluid van knisperend geld als van
knisperende snaren" (Schonberg, 486). Hij zette zich vol enthousiasme in voor het uitbreiden van het auteursrecht als bescherming voor componisten, en in dit streven was hij succesvol. De volgende opera, Elektra, is gebaseerd op het gelijknamige toneelstuk van de schrijver van de Griekse tragedie Sophocles (ca. 496 tot ca. 406 v. Chr.). Het
eenakter-libretto is van Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-1929) en gaat over Elektra, die wraak beraamt voor de dood van haar vader Agamemnon, koning van Mycene, door toedoen van zijn vrouw (en Elektra's moeder) Klytaimnestra. In een bloedbad in de familie wordt Elektra geholpen door haar broer Orestes, die Klytaimnestra in het koninklijk
paleis vermoordt terwijl Elektra haar moeders minnaar Aegisthos doodt. Elektra krijgt haar verdiende loon voor haar duistere daden wanneer ze instort en sterft terwijl ze danst in een kortstondige triomf. De opera ging in januari 1909 in premiére in de Hofopera van Dresden. Elektra was een internationaal succes en bevestigde Strauss' status als een
van 's werelds belangrijkste componisten en een ware meester van de sopraanstem. Der Rosenkavalier (De ridder van de roos) is een komische opera in de stijl van soortgelijke werken van Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791) met een kluchtige romance en wat verkleedpartijen. Het libretto in drie aktes is opnieuw van Hofmannsthal. De opera ging
in januari 1911 in premiere en werd twee jaar later opgevoerd in Londen en New York. Er waren plannen om een bioscoopversie van de opera te maken, maar Strauss sloeg een fraai honorarium af omdat de producenten niet wilden ingaan op zijn eis voor een onversneden versie. Strauss gaf in deze periode van intense arbeid aan opera's zijn
symfonische gedichten niet helemaal op. In 1915 voltooide hij Ein Alpensinfonie, een ambitieus werk met uitgebreid orkest (zo uitgebreid zelfs dat het vandaag nog zelden wordt uitgevoerd). Het werk was geinspireerd op het idee om een bergtop te beklimmen van zonsopgang tot zonsondergang. De ongebruikelijke percussiesectie omvatte wind- en
stormmachines. Richard Strauss, 1904 Joseph Gaylord Gessford (Public Domain) Andere samenwerkingsprojecten voor opera's met Hofmannsthal tussen 1914 en 1932 waren Ariadne auf Naxos, Die Frau ohne Schatten (De vrouw zonder schaduw) - volgens Strauss zijn beste opera -, Die agyptische Helena en Arabella. Deze partituren vertoonden een
nieuwe luxueuze elegantie, waarbij sommige critici betreurden dat de meer experimentele dissonantie die Strauss had gebruikt in Salome en Elektra werd verlaten. Strauss gaf zelf toe dat hij vond dat die twee eerdere opera's de grenzen hadden getest van wat een publiek kon verdragen om naar te luisteren, en nu deed hij een stap terug om zich te
concentreren op meer diepte van betekenis in plaats van sensationele effecten. Andere medewerkers voor libretto's in de jaren 1930 waren Stefan Zweig voor Die schweigsame Frau en Joseph Gregor voor Friedenstag, Daphne en Die Liebe der Danaé. Strauss' laatste opera was de eenakter Capriccio (op een libretto van Clemens Krauss en Strauss),
die in 1942 in Miinchen in premiere ging. Het lijkt een passende afsluiting van de operacarriere van de componist, omdat de plot draait om een onopgelost debat over wat belangrijker is in een opera, de woorden of de muziek. Associaties met het nazisme Toen de Duitse Nazipartij aan de macht kwam en haar invloed op de kunst uitbreidde in de jaren
1930, raakte ook Strauss geaffilieerd met het nazisme. De componist werd in 1933 benoemd tot voorzitter van de Nazi Reichsmusikkammer. In 1935 werd Strauss uit deze functie ontheven omdat zijn schoondochter van Joodse afkomst was. Hij nam ook een gevaarlijk standpunt in en weigerde de professionele banden met zijn librettist Zweig, die
Joods was, te verbreken. Strauss moest daarom al zijn offici€le functies neerleggen, maar dit weerhield hem er niet van om verder samen te werken met het regime, met name door de partituur te verzorgen voor een film over de Olympische Spelen in Berlijn in 1936. Tijdens de Tweede Wereldoorlog (1939-45) verbleef Strauss in Oostenrijk. Na het
conflict verhuisde hij naar Zwitserland. De componist werd onderzocht op zijn vroegere banden met de Duitse Nazi-partij, maar werd vrijgesproken door een denazificatietribunaal. Zoals de muziekhistoricus D. Arnold opmerkt: "Strauss werd beschuldigd van samenwerking met het [Nazi-] regime, hoewel het bewijs suggereert dat hij gewoon apolitiek
was en dat hij zijn Joodse vrienden probeerde te helpen" (1757). Desondanks was de positie van de componist dubbelzinnig en feit blijft dat Strauss' muziek en reputatie sindsdien moeite hadden om zich uit de schaduw van het Nazisme te bevrijden. De beroemdste werken van Richard Strauss De beroemdste werken van Richard Strauss zijn (met de
eerste uitvoeringsdata tussen haakjes voor de opera's): Meer dan 200 liederen Serenade voor blaasinstrumenten Macbeth, symfonisch gedicht Don Juan, symfonisch gedicht Tod und Verklarung, symfonisch gedicht Till Eulenspiegels lustige Streiche, symfonisch gedicht Also sprach Zarathustra, symfonisch gedicht Don Quichot, symfonisch gedicht Ein
Heldenleben, symfonisch gedicht Symphonia domestica, symfonisch gedicht Opera Salome (1905) Elektra, opera (1909) Der Rosenkavalier, opera (1911) Ariadne auf Naxos, opera (1912) Ein Alpensinfonie, symfonisch gedicht Capriccio, opera (1942) Vier letzte Lieder, liederen Huis van Richard Strauss, Garmisch Josef Lehmkuhl (Public Domain) Dood
en nalatenschap Strauss' naoorlogse werk omvat Metamorphosen, een werk voornamelijk voor solostrijkers en bedoeld om de ondergang van Duitsland onder het nazisme en de vernietiging tijdens de oorlog van grote culturele gebouwen zoals de operagebouwen van Dresden, Miinchen en Wenen te verbeelden. Hij schreef ook concerto's voor hoorn
en voor hobo, en verschillende sonates voor blaasinstrumenten. Zijn collectie Vier letzte Lieder (Vier laatste liederen) werd gecomponeerd in 1948 (maar pas uitgevoerd in 1950). Deze liederen zijn voor solozangers met orkestbegeleiding geschreven met teksten gebaseerd op de gedichten van Joseph Freiherr von Eichendorff en Hermann Hesse.
Strauss had nog een vijfde lied in gedachten, maar dat werd nooit voltooid. Tot het einde bleef Strauss, ondanks zijn eerdere uitstapjes in het modernistische muzikale landschap, vasthouden aan de Romantische beweging, die hij overleefd had. Hij negeerde liever de ontwikkelingen in de muziek van figuren als Sergej Prokofjev (1891-1953) en Igor
Stravinsky (1882-1971). Dit maakte het werk van Strauss rijp voor kritiek van de nieuwe generatie modernistische componisten, maar zijn positie als een van de grote componisten van de late 19e en vroege 20e eeuw was inmiddels veiliggesteld, zoals blijkt uit een festival van zijn werk dat in 1947 in Londen werd gehouden. Richard Strauss stierf in
zijn villa in Garmisch op 8 september 1949. Few composers in history have had as widespread and controversial an influence as Richard Wagner. Eventually celebrated as the genius behind the music and libretti of works whose impact spread beyond the opera world to inspire poets and painters, Wagner struggled for many years to find an audience.
He spent many formative years in exile following his revolutionary action, developing theories about art and society that were as seismic in their impact as his music. Richard Wagner’s Early Years Leipzig Gewandhaus in 1870. Source: Wikimedia Commons / Stadtgeschichtliches Museum Leipzig Richard Wagner hailed from Leipzig, Germany. In the
18th century, it had been the home of J.S. Bach, who wrote many of his most celebrated works while employed at St. Thomas Church. Leipzig would also be the source of the Bach revival in the 19th century, when another native of the city (and a composer Wagner came to see as a great rival), Felix Mendelssohn, conducted Bach’s St. Matthew
Passion oratorio. Born in 1813, Wagner’s early life was dominated by passions for the theater and the music of Ludwig van Beethoven. His immersion in theatrical life came through his stepfather, Ludwig Geyer, an actor and playwright, who married Johanna Wagner when her son, Richard, was just a few months old. Wagner grew up believing,
erroneously, that Geyer was his real father and that he was Jewish. Despite an early education in music and theater, Wagner’s first attempts at composing operas were fairly fruitless. Die Feen (1833) and Das Liebesverbot (1836) were in the Romantic vein popular at the time, but Wagner quickly discovered the unpredictability of the opera world,
where employment posts were fleeting and debts racked up all too easily. Das Liebesverbot is notable because Wagner wrote it while working in Magdeburg, where he fell for and married the actress Minna Planer. This marriage, however, was also to be an education in unpredictability and tempestuousness. Beethoven with the Manuscript of Missa
Solemnis, by Joseph Karl Stieler, 1820. Source: Beethoven-Haus Museum, Bonn Now living a peripatetic life, traveling between appointments in various centers of music, Wagner built up experiences that shaped his later ideas. In Paris, struggling to make a name for himself amidst the glitzy productions of successful French composers, Wagner
formed strong opinions about the irreconcilability of commerce and art, and about French people. He wrote articles and short fiction to get by. The story A Pilgrimage to Beethoven distills his ideas about the French capital as a place of greed and philistinism, where even Beethoven’s greatness is ignored. At this time, Wagner also began to conceive
anti-Semitic notions about the supposed dominance of Jewish people in Paris’s operatic circles. For Wagner, this was part of the reason that contemporary opera was all commerce and no art—and, of course, this must be why he struggled to get his operas staged. Actually, Wagner was being disingenuous. The Jewish composer Giacomo Meyerbeer,
one of the most successful opera composers of the 19th century, lent strong support to Wagner, enabling him to stage his third opera, Rienzi, in Dresden in 1842. 1848-49: A Turning Point Saxon and Prussian troops at Dresden’s Neumarkt, artist unknown, 1848. Source: Wikimedia Commons / Saxon State Library, Dresden Wagner was still in Dresden
in 1848, a pivotal year across Europe. After moving there in 1842, he had composed The Flying Dutchman and Tannhauser, works which showed the beginnings of a departure from his early style. His art was evolving. However, for Wagner, art and revolution went hand in hand, and in 1848/1849, he got the chance to put his principles into action.
Throughout Europe, a wave of revolutions broke out whose causes could be traced to the French Revolution of 1789, with its demonstration of the ability of ordinary people (what Marx would, in 1848, call the proletariat) to rise up against institutions such as the monarchy and aristocracy and claim democratic freedoms. Following the French
Revolution, aspirations to create freer and more just societies were brewing all over the continent. In Germany, these aspirations were focused on the unification of the states then known as the German Confederation into one nation. Portrait of Mikhail Bakunin by Gaspard-Felix Tournachon, 1860, via Sotheby’s. Wagner, a fervent German nationalist,
also passionately believed in the revolutionary call for democracy, feeling that he had been treated unjustly in the hierarchic world of opera, where aristocratic patronage seemed to be essential to success. He wrote articles in Dresden’s left-wing newspaper and mixed with figures such as the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin. When violence broke
out in May 1849, Wagner was a prominent instigator, and a warrant for his arrest was issued. He consequently spent the next 12 years in exile, heading to Zurich in Switzerland. This was a turning point for Wagner because, in exile, he gained two things. Firstly, the notoriety that made him a popular cause for fellow composers such as Franz Liszt to
take up (Liszt defiantly staged Wagner’s next opera, Lohengrin, in Weimar in 1850), and, secondly, the space to undertake profuse writings about his theories on art. The Art-Work of the Future Apollo and the Muses, by John Singer Sargent, 1921, via the Museum of Fine Arts Boston In 1849 and 1850, Wagner wrote essays such as Art and Revolution,
The Art-Work of the Future, and Opera and Drama. Contemporary opera was, as he had complained before, too commercialized, and this prioritization of money, above all, damaged opera as an art. Looking back to Ancient Greek theater, Wagner dreamed of a Gesamtkunstwerk in which all the arts—music, poetry, dance, painting—would come
together. Operas would no longer be structured around one or two show-stopping arias, when the audience would leave off their private chatter to listen in awe to the diva of the hour. They would be sung through; every element of the music meticulously considered to complement the libretto, and vice versa. The music, too, would be like nothing
anyone had heard before. Zukunftsmusik, or “music of the future,” was a term Wagner’s detractors were already using against him by the 1850s. The meaning of the term varied depending on who was using it. Zukunftsmusik could refer to Wagner’s innovation of techniques such as the leitmotif (a musical phrase which corresponds with a character
or idea, woven throughout the drama) and endless melody, in which musical phrases do not reach a cadence, or resolution, but continuously overlap, unsettling the harmonic progressions on which music was traditionally constructed. Camilla Nylund and Klaus Florian Voigt in Tristan und Isolde at the Semperoper Dresden, 2024. Source: The Kennedy
Center Endless melody was one of the reasons Wagner’s detractors found his music unpalatable, even offensive. To his supporters, it was a necessary step beyond the popular insistence on catchy melodies, which had led to operas in which second-rate libretti were paired with scores containing a handful of tunes which audiences could hum to
themselves afterwards. In the 1850s, Wagner sketched out works—initially called music dramas, to emphasize the union of art forms he hoped to achieve—which put these theories into practice, and would become his best-loved works: Tristan and Isolde and the Ring cycle. He also wrote the essay Jewishness in Music, a diatribe giving full rein to his
anti-Semitic beliefs. In the essay, he not only suggested that Jewish composers pandered to commercialism, but that German-Jewish composers, such as Mendelssohn and Wagner’s former supporter Meyerbeer, could never write truly “German” music. Published under a pseudonym, the essay was supposed to be considered objectively, not associated
with Wagner personally, but its motivations could hardly have been more personal. Wagner’s views were a combination of the casual, unchallenged prejudice of his time and a bitter hatred amounting to persecution mania, stemming from artistic frustration and rejection, which found an all too easy target. Richard Wagner and King Ludwig II of
Bavaria Ludwig II's coronation portrait, by Ferdinand von Piloty, 1865. Source: Wikimedia Commons / King Ludwig II Museum, Chiemsee Given Wagner’s antipathy for the practice of aristocratic patronage and commitment to meritocracy (an artistic hierarchy based solely on artistic genius), it is ironic that his return to Germany and triumphant
staging of his mature works came about thanks to a monarch. King Ludwig II ascended to the throne of Bavaria aged 18, and was already what was coming to be known as a Wagnerite: a devotee of Wagner’s music dramas and writings. His offer to patronize Wagner, in 1864, came at an ideal time. The 1850s had seen the composer’s music and
theories surge in popularity. He went to England in 1855 and conducted concerts in front of Queen Victoria. This period was also intellectually stimulating, as he elaborated his libretto for Tristan and Isolde by combining the original Arthurian legend with the pessimist philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer. Photo of Richard Wagner by Franz
Hanfstaengl, 1871. Source: Wikimedia Commons / Bavarian State Library, Munich At the same time, the decade had also been full of personal drama. Wagner’s marriage to Minna was buckling under the pressure of their exile and dire finances, as well as his infidelity. His infatuation with Mathilde Wesendonck, whose husband helped to financially
support Wagner, inspired much of Tristan and Isolde, which has a love triangle at its center. Minna left Wagner in the early 1860s, though not before the affair with Mathilde had come to a tortuous end. These personal circumstances, along with the newly completed Tristan under his belt, Wagner welcomed King Ludwig’s overtures. Ludwig’s interest
in Wagner was intensely romantic, not merely philanthropic, and it seems that Wagner recognized the ulterior motive and let it pass. After all, here was a young king, blessed with more money than he could ever reasonably spend, offering to bankroll all of Wagner’s music dramas and encouraging him to write the story of his life. Titled Mein Leben,
the work would take 20 years to write, spanning four volumes and more than a thousand pages. Ludwig would also soon start building Neuschwanstein Castle, which had rooms decorated with murals depicting scenes from Wagner’s works. Although in his letters to Ludwig, Wagner reciprocated the king’s words of ardent longing, his heart was
elsewhere. He had fallen for a woman named Cosima, daughter of Franz Liszt and wife of Hans von Biilow, a prominent conductor who promoted Wagner’s work. In April 1865, just two months before von Biilow conducted the premiere of Tristan and Isolde, Cosima gave birth to Wagner’s child: a daughter called Isolde. The Ring Cycle and Bayreuth
For the Third Tableau of Das Rheingold, by Aubrey Beardsley, 1896. Source: The Yellow Nineties 2.0 By 1876, Wagner had completed a cycle of four operas which, since the beginning over 20 years previously, he had envisioned as his masterwork. The tetralogy was called Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung) and was based on old
Germanic and Norse epics. In line with Wagner’s fervent nationalism and wish for the German states to be unified as one country (and, he hoped, one race), the cycle was meant as a foundational work for the German people. The first drama, The Rhinegold, sets up the events of the tetralogy: the theft of the mythical gold from the River Rhine, the
enslavement of the Nibelung people, and the all-powerful god Wotan, who fashions a ring from the gold. In the sequel, The Valkyrie, we are introduced to the incestuous siblings Sieglinde and Siegmund, whose child, Siegfried, is destined to be a hero, and Briinnhilde, a warrior goddess who will help save him. The third and fourth dramas, Siegfried
and The Twilight of the Gods, show Siegfried’s quest for the ring, Wotan’s vengeance, and Brunnhilde’s self-sacrifice. Along with these dramas, conceived as total works of art in which music, words, and visual art were perfectly blended, Wagner had the idea of building a theater solely for performances of the Ring. Financed by Ludwig II, the
Bayreuth Festspielhaus, or festival theater, was purposely built in an out-of-the-way village, rather than in one of the major centers of German music. Bayreuth Festspielhaus before 1882. Source: Bayreuther Festpiele / RWA National Archives Bayreuth Every aspect was designed to enhance the performances of Wagner’s work, from the way the sound
reverberated in the auditorium to the hidden orchestra pit and wedge-shaped seating arrangement, which gave every audience member an equal view of the stage. Work on the theater at Bayreuth began in 1872, with the intention of opening in time for the premiere of all four works in the Ring cycle. Wagner did not quite get his way—the first two
parts of the cycle were premiered individually a few years earlier—but when Bayreuth opened in 1876, its first performance was the premiere of the Ring in full. In 1882, an annual festival having been established at Bayreuth, it hosted the premiere of Wagner’s final music drama, Parsifal. At last, he had found a way to avoid the jostling and
negotiations with the music industry that had so infuriated him. With Bayreuth, he could stage his works exactly as he liked, keeping all the revenue for the continuation of the theater, and bringing audiences to him rather than condescending to try and attract them. The Case of Nietzsche Photograph of Friedrich Nietzsche by Gustav Schultze, 1882.
Source: Wikimedia Commons The Ring and Wagner’s other works were steeped in philosophy, from Schopenhauer to mysticism and Christian theology. In 1868, he met a young, up-and-coming philosopher, who would influence Wagner and be influenced by him in turn: Friedrich Nietzsche. 1872’s The Birth of Tragedy chimed with Wagner’s interest
in Ancient Greece as the ideal civilization, with Nietzsche meditating particularly on music in envisioning his influential dichotomy between the Apollonian (order and form) and Dionysiac (chaos and disorder). Nietzsche wrote the book at the instigation of Wagner (and Cosima, now married to the composer), and it specifically name-checked the
composer’s works as modern embodiments of the Greek ideal. Nietzsche’s relationship with the Wagners was close and personal. It is a matter of speculation whether Nietzsche was more enamored with Richard or Cosima. He certainly wrote about having fallen in love with the latter, but was this an effect of her closeness to the composer?
Commentators from Sigmund Freud onwards have read a certain amount of repression into the philosopher’s relationships with men. Nietzsche appears to have idolized Wagner, who, as with Ludwig, encouraged and probably quite enjoyed the admiration. Cartoon of Richard Wagner from Les Moeurs et la Caricature en Allemand by J. Grand-Carteret,
undated. Source: Meister Drucke By 1888, though, Nietzsche had repudiated Wagner—not privately, since the composer had died back in 1883 and their relationship had cooled before then—but publicly. In the essays The Case of Wagner and Nietzsche Contra Wagner, the philosopher took a radical new stance against his former idol, albeit one
which many readers shared. By the fin de siecle, many saw Wagner and his music as dangerous, its endless melody and lack of rhythm exerting a hypnotic effect on listeners, leaving them open to pernicious suggestions by this dictator-like figure pulling all the strings. Nietzsche continued to admire some things about Wagner, but no longer saw him
as the redeemer of German music. Instead, he was a sign of decadence and moral decline. For Wagner’s supporters, Nietzsche’s diatribes would be invalidated by the fact that the philosopher succumbed to a mental breakdown just a year later, but the posthumous battle over the significance of Wagner in German culture had begun. Wagnerism: From
Decadent France to Nazi Germany Portrait of Richard Wagner by Pierre Auguste Renoir, 1882. Source: Meisterdrucke The cult of Wagner, after his death in 1883, went far beyond what he could have imagined—or, maybe, it was exactly the scope he had always dreamed of. Wagnerism spread across Europe, like a virus, some said, infecting just about
every art form, from poetry to painting to architecture. His terminology around “music of the future” infiltrated beyond the arts, as people at the end of the 19th century envisioned a politics of the future, inventions of the future, men and women of the future, and so on. In late-19th-century France, his name was nearly inescapable in artistic circles.
Painters such as Van Gogh and Cézanne, poets such as Mallarmé, and novelists such as Proust all aimed for Wagnerian effects in their work. Championing the German Romantic in the wake of the Franco-Prussian War was an act of counter-cultural protest for many of these artists. But three decades into the 20th century, Wagner ceased to be an anti-
establishment figure. What had been latent and not widely recognized in Wagner and his works soon rose to the surface and became indelibly associated with him. Writings such as Jewishness in Music and his private anti-Semitic comments had been known only in a few circles during his lifetime, and the idea that his dramas contained anti-Semitic
caricatures was not yet a common interpretation. Photograph of Richard Wagner, by Pierre-Louis Pierson, 1867. Source: Wikimedia Commons When the Nazis came to power, however, they celebrated Wagner as the pinnacle of German culture, thanks to his portrayal in the Ring of what they saw as the pure essence of the ancient German spirit.
Music by Jewish composers was suppressed, and the Bayreuth Festival flourished. Winifred Wagner, who was married to Richard’s son Siegfried, was a personal friend of Adolf Hitler and often welcomed him to the Wagner residence at Bayreuth. This is why Wagner has remained a controversial figure. The question of performing his music in Israel is
still highly contested. Meanwhile, the Bayreuth Festival continues to be a mecca for devotees, with an intimidatingly long waiting list for tickets. His ambition to transform music and drama completely was fulfilled, with his work still striking audiences as avant-garde and challenging. His Ring cycle was a clear influence on later epics such as Lord of
the Rings, and the interest in mythology, which he helped revive, is thriving today. Some argue, therefore, that Wagner’s influence has been so broad and varied (he has even been reclaimed by Jewish artists, for instance) that he need not be solely associated with the darker side of his legacy. For others, he remains an eternally contentious figure.
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