History of Music, Mr. Robert L. Johnston

Richard Wagner (1813-1883)

Aim:


Who was Richard Wagner?

Instructional Objectives:


By the end of the lesson, students will:

1. Will have a brief biographical knowledge of Wagner.

2. Have a compositional understanding of the leitmotif and other elements of Wagner’s music.

3. Have an understanding of gestamtkunstwerk.

Motivation:


Play The Ride of the Walkuries.  Make note of the flow of the music (transition) and range of Brunhilde.

Development:


1. Biographical Background.



A. Wagner was supposedly the illegitimate son of Ludwig Geyer, a Jewish artist and painter who eventually became Wagner’s stepfather.  This is thought to be the root of Wagner’s anti-Semitism.



B. Married twice, the second time to Cosima Wagner, the illegitimate daughter of Franz Liszt, one of the progenitors of the avant-garde in romanticism.  He had three children out of wedlock with her.  Cosima’s first husband, Hans von Bulow, was an eminent pianist and conductor who maintained a strong working relationship with Wagner after his marriage to Cosima failed.



C. Prolific adulterer, had major affairs with many women, including Mathilde Wesendonck, the women who was his inspiration for Tristan und Isolde that he wrote largely in Venice, the city he died in.



D. Always in debt.  He constantly was borrowing money as well as having affairs with many of his benefactor’s wives.  In the latter part of his life, he worked in the service of King Ludwig II of Bavaria in Munich but fell into public disapproval because of his open affair with Cosima.


II. Professional Life.



A. Wrote 13 operas and music dramas, a genre he championed.  Wagner’s music, being Romantic, adheres to Schopenhauer’s tripartite theme, which is:




1. Flight from the world of man (escape)




2. Longing




3. Fulfillment of dreams



B. Always wrote his own libretto first in prose, then the poem, then a piano sketch, then and the orchestra score.  Horribly detailed in every aspect of his work, including stage direction and design.  This is called gestamtkunstwerk, unified work of art



C. There were three major periods in Wagner’s compositional life




1. The first period emulating French Grand Opera.  The significant work from this period is Rienzi.




2. The second period, his early maturity, saw him exploring mythical and medieval legends like The Flying Dutchman.  The two other operas from this period are Tannhauser and Lohengrin.

***Listening Example***

Overture to The Flying Dutchman



3. His fully mature period saw him write Der Ring des Nibelungen, comprised of the four operas, Das Rheingold, Die Walkure, Siegfried and Gotterdammerung.  The Ring is 17 hours long and Wagner envisioned it being seen on four consecutive nights.  The Ring is full of leitmotifs, musically representing different characters, items, actions and emotions.

***Listening Example(s)***

Excerpts from “The Ring”




3. cont’d.  Other operas from this period are Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg, a Nationalist work about the German composers of secular song, Parsifal and Tristan und Isolde, known for its extreme chromaticism, another hallmark of Wagner’s writing.  The operas from this period, except Die Meistersinger, display complete transition.  The only break in the flow is between acts.

***Listening Example***

Prelude to Tristan und Isolde



D. Wagner’s music is horribly difficult to perform in its technical difficulties and length.  The tenor (heldentenor) who premiered Tristan died shortly after the premiere.



E. Wagner, in his orchestration, called for unique instruments such as the bass trumpet and the Wagner Tuba, a hybrid of the tuba and French horn, which is played by the modern day French hornist.



F. Later in his life, Wagner constructed the Bayreuth Festipielhaus to showcase his works in a theater of his design.  The idea is that the audience member can come and see Wagner’s works over a long stay.  The unique features of the festipielhaus include the covered orchestra pit and the use of wood everywhere for acoustics.  Even to this day, it is an honor to be creatively involved at Bayreuth, which is still run by the Wagner family and features summer seasons.  Today, the festival is in danger of losing its government funding.

Materials of Instruction:


Compact disc recordings of Wagner’s music, cueable to specific points.

http://translate.google.com/translate?hl=en&sl=de&u=http://www.bayreuther-festspiele.de/&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dbayreuth%2Bwagner%26hl%3Den%26lr%3D%26ie%3DUTF-8
http://www.essentialsofmusic.com
Summary:

Wagner was a musical genius and a detestable human being.  He felt that his art needed to be supported in all forms, including being housed, paid and kept company, and his lifestyle was lavish beyond his means.  Wagner’s music and its Teutonic undertones were bastardized by Adolph Hitler to inspire the Third Reich, an association that the Wagner grandsons labored to dispel following the reopening of post-WWII Bayreuth in 1951.  Because of this, Wagner’s staging has been increasingly abandoned for newer, less Germanic and avant-garde stagings.  He is still today, the producer of the most grueling music in the opera repertoire, which has led to voice classifications such as the Wagnerian soprano and the heldentenor.  His musical inspiration influenced even the Italian opera composer, Puccini.

Assignment:


Get ready for “The Ring.”

