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This book has been brewing for years. I have always loved sharing my enthusiasm for opera in general and Wagner in particular with anyone who didn’t run away fast enough.

The house where I grew up was musical in that records held pride of place, and Saturday mornings and afternoons were reserved for radio broadcasts from the Met. Opera was available, and my parents were only too happy to answer questions, but no one was forced to take music lessons, and Verdi and Wagner were right beside the Beatles and the Stones on the record shelf. You weren’t allowed to talk while music was playing, but discussion afterward was encouraged. Requests for records as presents were promptly and cheerfully granted. Other than this excellent environment, there’s no particular reason why I should be devoted to this stuff. I’m not a musicologist. I have no particular devotion to German culture. And I am from Los Angeles, which is not famous for its devotion to the classics….

Growing up in L.A. was actually an advantage in nurturing my love for the present subject. Although it was perceived as a cultural wasteland a generation ago (and not without reason), the “do your own thing” ethic was all-pervasive and even extended to such antisocial perversions as opera. The overall Zeitgeist among my peers was along the lines of “Dude! This Brünnhilde babe is totally awesome, but can we listen to some rock now?” Nor was my partiality to hard rock entirely separate in my mind from my budding interest in opera. I learned to appreciate intensity in music, that there’s a difference between “pure music” and music as theater, that each genre of art comes with its own norms and clichés, and that there is endless pleasure in debating the meaning of obscure lyrics in difficult music. (This last bit of knowledge served me well in later years. Even considering the problems presented by the German language, the libretto of Tristan is simplicity itself compared to the lyrics of Led Zeppelin.) I was greatly aided by the absence of cultural traditions and institutions telling me that an appreciation for opera meant I was expected to cease associating with my cohorts and commence taking tea every afternoon at precisely four o’clock. Some of my friends, amazed to discover that dragons and flying horses did not originate in early 1970s album cover art, asked questions, listened with me, and became fellow travelers down this unique road.

The moment of truth came when I was seventeen. For a variety of reasons, I found myself living in Vienna for a few months that winter. With nary a beach nor a palm tree to be found, I went to the Opera, which seemed like the only thing to do there. I knew some Wagner, but did not know Tristan beyond the Prelude and Liebestod, and my German was firmly in the “mit Schlag, bitte” stage. I could not even read the synopsis. I was, like the protagonists in Act I, at sea. Was this a problem? On the contrary—I was blown away. The process of making it make sense had thrills of its own.

An incident that night confirmed my devotion. After the second act, a music student in standing room was deriding the performance at full voice to the shuffling audience. An elderly Viennese lady took exception to this critique and whacked him over the head with her tastefully beaded purse. A Soviet officer, attempting to restore decorum, made the mistake of laying hands on the lady, and a riot erupted: punches flew and socialites cast programs and debris from their boxes. The police arrived and within minutes all was forgotten among the heel-clicking and hand-kissing in the magnificent foyer.

I asked a stately lady for an explanation of what had occurred. After translating the student’s tirade and explaining the people’s lingering resentment at post-occupation Soviet officers in Austria, she added, “You must understand the nature of Tristan und Isolde. It is a drug. It can open your eyes, ease your pain, even save your life. But if you keep indulging in it, it will make you insane.” I was hooked.

And so it continued, in San Francisco, in Seattle, in Mexico City, in Berlin, but mostly in New York, where I learned that people have … opinions. Sometimes I worked in the opera world, sometimes not, but that’s where I went in the evenings no matter what, and that’s where I found answers and antidotes to our strange world. For me, the information presented on the operatic stage is a combination of psychological handbook and scriptural revelation. Since I am constitutionally incapable of keeping exciting discoveries to myself, I have been apt to talk about this stuff a lot, and that eventually led to this book.

You see, I don’t believe that opera, even Wagner, need be marginalized as a peculiar taste. One day, as I was writing this book, my Walkman died and I persuaded the excellent managers of the Gym at the Pines (Fire Island, N.Y.) to let me play Siegfried on their sound system. They were intrigued, but the gym emptied faster than the Met’s matinee audience at intermission. That little experiment was not repeated, but I remain convinced that the Forging Song, with its relentless 9/8 beats, has a future in the discos. Nor is this to be filed under that heinous term “crossover,” since, as I see it, there’s neither a “there” nor a “here” to be bridged. Opera, thank God, is a popular art form, available to anybody, with only a few pointers necessary.

Which is not to denigrate expertise. The research necessary even for a relentlessly nonacademic work like this is astounding, and I have been greatly helped by musicians, musicologists, opera people, and specialists in such varied fields as psychoanalysis and the German language. In addition to these experts, I must also thank the many friends and family who have contributed input and tolerated me for the last two years. Among these people, experts, opera lovers, and friends, I must name the following: First and foremost are Frances Berger of the Metropolitan Opera and Rich Lynn, the two most perfect Wagnerites I know. Others, listed alphabetically, are Marty Asher (of Vintage Books), Ramón Berger, Anthony Tirado Chase, Connie Coddington (Metropolitan Opera), Scott Curry (Hochschule für Musik, Berlin), Ed De Bonis, Julie Doughty, Arthur Fox, André Gauthier (BMG Records), David Groff, Walter Havighurst, William Hoffmann, Audrey Kunstler, Dr. Lawrence Mass, Vinnie Maniscalco, Stephen J. Miller, Aronnora Morgan, Maya Nikolic (Writers House), Rose Rescigno, Anthony Roncalli, Esq., Lou Rufalo, Tina Ryker (Seattle Opera), Thom Saporita, Tom Spain, Judy Zecher (Metropolitan Opera), and Al Zuckerman (Writers House).


PART ONE
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APPROACHING
WAGNER


Welcome to the Art
of Richard Wagner
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Richard Wagner (1813–83) was the most controversial artist who ever lived. To make matters even more interesting, the medium he worked in was opera, which is probably the most bizarre art form ever to achieve wide popularity. But the extreme reactions to the mention of Wagner, from swoons of approval to grunts of disgust, are not limited to opera people. His impact on modern thought has been tremendous. Devotees of history, politics, psychology, and literature, as well as artists and musicians of all kinds, all have a great deal to say about him. Eventually, anyone with an interest in the modern world must come to terms with Wagner.

This can be quite intimidating to the nonexpert who just wants to know what all the fuss is about. The opera fanatic, the musicologist, and the philosopher, for example, each have their own way of understanding Wagner, with specific vocabularies and clichés. The language employed quickly becomes so arcane that the rest of us feel left out. After reading some of the extravagant tracts written about Wagner, what sensible person could be blamed for judging the whole subject better left untouched? But this is a great loss, and entirely unnecessary. With a little preparation, anyone can enjoy the great pleasures of Wagner’s operas. His ultimate genius was as a master of the theater, and truly great theater is never intended solely for a select few.

The fact of the matter is that Wagner’s operas are extremely popular, and, contrary to many predictions a generation ago, their popularity is growing. Recordings, broadcasts, and simultaneous translations in the opera house have all played a role in this growth. Even The Ring of the Nibelung, Wagner’s four-day-long epic once performed only at his private festival in Germany, is receiving quality, sold-out performances in mid-sized North American cities barely large enough to support major league sports franchises.

There are many good reasons for wanting to know something about Wagner’s operas. Perhaps you attended a performance, and were bewildered. Is it possible that those few thousand other people in the house applauding wildly at the end were really interested, or were they all just trying to look as if they were? Conversely, maybe you heard a bit of the music in a concert, on the radio, or even on a movie soundtrack, and were intrigued. You may be attending a performance in spite of yourself—a blind date, or a social or business commitment, perhaps—and you want to give it a chance, since you’ll be stuck there for several hours anyway. Or it may, initially, have nothing to do with a live performance. Maybe your shrink keeps referring to “Isolde’s love-death” or your mate mentions your “Tannhäuser complex,” and you want more insight. Whatever your motives (more on that word later), the pleasures of Wagner are accessible to anybody.

It will, however, take a bit of groundwork. Why shouldn’t it? Imagine this: You take a person from a faraway country off his first plane flight to America directly to a baseball game. You tell him to enjoy it, but he is not allowed to ask any questions, or even speak, during the whole game. You say you’ll be glad to answer any questions after the game. By then, the befuddled guest will most likely be so bored and alienated he’d be just as happy never to hear the subject of baseball mentioned again. If, in addition, the announcements and the scoreboard were in German, the situation would be perfectly analogous to attending a performance of Wagner with no advance preparation. Absurd as this sounds, this is roughly how many people have first been exposed to Wagner.

How, then, does one approach these giants of the stage? There is already a vast literature on the subject of Wagner. In fact, more books are listed in the Library of Congress catalog under his name than any other besides Jesus Christ. The great majority of these volumes, however, assume a prior knowledge of his work. The supposed “Introductions” to Wagner’s operas tend to be involved musical analyses—interesting, for sure, but greatly slanted to musicians and other experts. There are also literally thousands of books concerning tangential aspects of Wagner: the political, the cultural, the psychological, and so on, ad infinitum. This is not accidental. Wagner himself wrote extensively about music in general and his own works in particular. Much of what he wrote is now accepted as standard, especially about performance ideals, while much of it is so hateful and revolting it cannot be approached without disgust. The ink has poured ever since. These volumes are worthy of attention, but they do not provide access to the works themselves. The many excellent “Introduction to Opera” books available all cop out on the subject of Wagner. After providing the reader with the stories of the operas and little more, they tend to refer the unfortunate newcomer into the existing Wagnerian literature snake pit.

The library books and the lecture halls confuse the subject, while only the operas themselves make perfect, gut-level sense. This, then, is a guide to comprehending and enjoying the operas of Richard Wagner. It is a sort of road map through a delightful but very foreign country. Once you are comfortable getting around in the world of Wagner’s operas, you will find that the journey never needs to end, as “wonder upon wonder appears.” Many people who do not even care for opera in general find themselves appreciating Wagner. At the very least, Wagner provides you with some of the most exhilarating and satisfying musical and theatrical experiences available. At most, his art is key to understanding the world we live in.

There is much you will not find in this volume. There are no musical analyses here. The comments, interspersed throughout the synopses of the operas, sometimes take a look at the music in terms of drama, but the reader who has the ability and the inclination to study the scores is encouraged to do so elsewhere. Likewise, psychological reflections are restricted to personal observations or references to other books written by people who are qualified to make such analyses. The same is true for the political implications of the works. The subsequent history of Wagner’s art in our world is only outlined to the extent that it directly affects our initial contact with Wagner.

In general, this book only looks obliquely at the great singers of Wagnerian opera. There are anecdotes concerning some, but I have avoided the colossal temptation to include rhapsodic digressions on the artistry of Nilsson, Vinay, and many others. Even the brief discography toward the end of the book addresses conductors and recording quality more than the qualities of individual singers. There are exceptions when it was crucial to compare one singer’s conception of a role to another’s, but anyone who has debated voices with opera fans will no doubt agree that I have been reserved on this volatile and highly individual subject. My aim has been to interest people more in the operas themselves rather than to control people’s experience of them.

What you will find here is a basic summary of the life of Wagner, a look at each of his mature operas as a guide to comprehending them in performance (live or otherwise), a summary of issues stemming from these works, a guide to the diverse writings available for deeper study of the subject, and a personal selection of instances of Wagner’s influence in our everyday culture. This book is intended for use by people to penetrate the difficulties and impediments presumed to surround these great works, which are as entirely imaginary as the magic fire surrounding the Valkyries’ rock.

OPERA AND MUSIC DRAMA—WEIRD AND WEIRDER

Opera is a charged word, implying a phenomenon belonging to social no less than musical history. In Wagner’s day as well as our own, the word conjured images of a bejeweled and affected audience with questionable musical acumen and a taste for glitz. Wagner fought against the typical opera audience of his day like a crusader, and many of the reforms that we take for granted in the modern theater were his innovations.

Ultimately, though, we must regard his mission in this respect as a failure, since opera as an experience has not changed all that much in the last hundred years, Wagnerian reforms notwithstanding. Composers of today can be heard bemoaning the fact that their genius must be laid out for people incapable of appreciating it, just as they griped a hundred, two hundred, and probably five thousand years ago. And yet they keep writing operas.

So did Wagner. For all his battles with opera companies in Dresden, Paris, Vienna, and Munich, did he ever seriously consider expressing himself in other musical forms? For all his carping, one must wonder why he didn’t chuck the whole medium. He might have written oratorios, which are unstaged vocal concert pieces for orchestra, chorus, and soloists, usually of a sacred nature. Händel’s Messiah is the definitive example. Berlioz, that influential giant of nineteenth-century music, did this. When his opera The Damnation of Faust proved unstageable, he simply dispensed with the operatic trimmings and announced that the work was an oratorio.

Wagner did actually write one oratorio, Das Liebesmahl der Apostolen (“The Love Feast of the Apostles”), which was performed with success in Dresden in 1845. It calls for a chorus of 1,200, assuring its impossibility in subsequent performance. He tended to regard this work as a study for Parsifal, and never sought to have it performed again.

The fact is that Wagner, for all his supposed superiority, had fallen in love with the magic of opera as a unique art form, just as people continue to do today. When King Ludwig of Bavaria came to Wagner’s rescue, throwing open the State Treasury to finance his operas, the later works still proved all but unproduceable in existing theaters. Their correspondence at this stage is fascinating. Ludwig is always eager to see Wagner’s works, and Wagner is always obsessed with production quality. Strangely, it never seems to have occurred to them to present unstaged concert versions of the new works. This is something we take for granted today, and it was not unknown at that time. Ludwig’s detractors point out that the romantic and delusional king was at least as interested in the sets, costumes, lighting, and special effects as he was in the music, but the point is that Wagner himself was equally adamant about fully staged performances. This is a point that bears repeating, especially to the “pure music” types, for whom the “operatic” aspect of these works is something to be endured for the sake of the Philistines.

OPERA: WHAT, EXACTLY, IS IT?
A Brief Outline for the Nonexpert

At first glance, this must look like a remarkably dumb question. Everybody knows what opera is, don’t they? Isn’t that the place where overdressed people go to hear overweight performers sing overwrought music from long ago? As apt a description as that may be, it is not a good definition of the art form known as opera. Few people indeed could define the medium of opera, so don’t feel bad if you aren’t among them.

Opera is a form of drama (not music) in which the words are sung rather than spoken.

Stories are told in song in every culture around the world. Some traditions are quite elaborate, with series of songs, solos and choruses, dance, mime, and nonvocal musical instruments. But there is no beast quite like opera in the European sense. For the opera-free individual who is approaching Wagner from the point of view of intellectual or cultural history, it will be necessary to have an understanding of this unique medium and its special properties before proceeding. (The next chapter is directed at the casual operagoer who is now ready to tackle Wagner’s operas.)

Opera was born in Florence in 1597, and its origins are important to those who wish to know Wagner, who was obsessed with defining and redefining the genre. A group of educated art lovers in Florence formed a camerata, a sort of chat group where they could explore their various artistic interests. One of their favorite topics was the theater of ancient Greece. They were aware that Greek drama had a musical element central to it. Indeed, musical instruments appeared to have been used by the Greeks to accompany the spoken words. The rhythm of poetic meter being inherent in the speeches, one could conjecture that these dramas were more sung than spoken. What if a drama were to be produced in this way? What would be the result?

To this day, nobody knows what musical scale was used by the Greeks in Aeschylus’s time, and even the sound of the spoken language is open to wide interpretation. We will probably never know. The genius of the camerati lay in their choice not to waste any time worrying about authentic Greek music, but to approach the spirit of Greek dramas within their own musical and linguistic idiom. A poet named Ottavio Rinuccini supplied the words to the mythological story of Daphne, written in Italian according to the form of Greek drama, with monologues, dialogues, and choruses. A notable composer of church and secular music named Jacopo Peri wrote musical accompaniment, very lightly scored so the words would remain clear and primary.

We can only conjecture the result from secondary evidence, since all traces of this first performance are lost, but we may be allowed to imagine these creators staring at each other in wonder at their hybrid creation. They did not even know what to call their piece, and they named it an opera in musica, a “work in music.” The libretto (Italian for “little book,” referring to the words) was published in 1600 and again in 1604, which testifies to the immediate popularity of the piece. In 1600, Peri wrote a second opera, Eurydice (another Greek myth), presented as part of the wedding festivities for Maria dei Medici and King Henri IV of France. A fellow member of the camerata named Caccini wrote another opera for the same event, which featured Caccini’s daughter Francesca in a lead role. Caccini wrote some florid music to display Francesca’s vocal abilities, scandalizing the “purists” who insisted on the importance of the text over flashy music, but the die was cast.

What is striking about this story is how all the elements that would define the world of opera were present right at the beginning. The debates about words versus music, the purist ideal versus innovation (or decadence), an odd connection to ancient Greek art, the acceptable level of vocal showmanship, and the clash of egos, all emanating from a bastard art form, have filled the opera world for the subsequent four hundred years. Another important feature of opera seems to have been present right from the start—the expense of producing it, evidenced by the royal patronage. All these issues would be central to Wagner’s life work.

So what was all the fuss about? What was it about those first few operas that captured people’s imaginations so thoroughly? There are several factors. The first is that opera can dramatize situations that can only be described by other media. In plays, two people who speak at the same time cannot be understood by the audience. In opera, there is the duet, which allows two characters to express themselves simultaneously. Opera can even portray two characters who are saying or thinking opposing feelings at the same time, thus giving us in the audience an overview of the entire situation. Nor does this paradigm need to stop at two people. The various expressions of several individuals can be combined at once, and even contrasted against large segments of their society represented by the various divisions of the chorus. Italian nineteenth-century composers were especially good at this.

Opera is also uniquely able to portray conflicting emotions within a single character. Where Shakespeare must use thousands of words to show us how Hamlet is divided against himself, an opera composer can contrast words, sung melody, and the various instruments in the orchestra to show the same situation in a matter of minutes. A famous example of this is found in Iphigénie en Tauride by Christoph Willibald von Gluck, a composer adored by Wagner. In that opera, the tenor languishes in prison, singing to himself words to the effect of “I’m fine—no, really! I’m fine!” while the nervous figures in the strings tell us he’s actually a wreck. Wagner, it will be seen, exploits this feature of the operatic form to the fullest in characters like Isolde, Hans Sachs, and, especially, Mime, whose “public” personae are often in conflict with their inner selves.

The voice of the individual is the basic unit of operatic currency. It is, in the final analysis, what matters most. A certain type of voice has become standard in opera houses, a powerful, agile voice whose intensity has never been permitted in church music, popular songs, or concert singing. Why? The operatic framework of drama allows us to believe in the extremes of the human condition, and therefore the voice. Opera, while capable of the most nuanced subtleties, can tackle the really big questions of the human experience in ways that a three-minute song cannot. To express its full potential, the medium of opera relies on words, music, and visual presentation.

THE ETERNAL PROBLEM OF WORDS AND MUSIC:
AN OVERVIEW

The genius of the camerati that “invented” opera is apparent in, among other things, their choice to create a work in their own language rather than one in classical Greek, which could only be understood by scholars. All languages have found expression in song, but the Italian language has always had a special connection to music. For the dramatic expression necessary to the newly created form of opera, Italian was perfect. The clarity of the vowel sounds and the inherent consonant-vowel-consonant-vowel structure of the language made the words comprehensible through the music, while the built-in rhymes and metric pliability made Italian a delight for the librettist.

Which is all very well and good, except that only a tiny fraction of the world’s population speaks Italian. How, then, could people beyond the Alps approach this medium? Here, roughly, were the choices:


	Learn Italian.


	Read a libretto during the performance, with the Italian on the left and your own language on the right, and try to follow.


	Ignore the words entirely, and trust in the music and the stage action to convey the meaning.


	Perform the work in translation, thereby losing the direct link between words and music but at least knowing what’s going on.


	Pretend you know Italian, and hope you are laughing or crying in all the right places.


	Dispense with Italian opera altogether and create an opera in your own language.


	Denounce all opera as a waste of time.




Interestingly, this problem has continued unabated to the present day, complicated by the fact that the works in question are now in German, French, Russian, Czech, English (in all its varieties), Spanish, and several other languages, as well as the old standby, Italian. It’s a big problem.

In the early eighteenth century, Georg Friedrich Händel, a German, wrote his operas in Italian for audiences in London. The Londoners went wild, causing the more sober upstanding segments of xenophobic English society to deride them for spending money on effete foreign entertainment presented in a language they didn’t understand. The language charge was not really fair, since we must remember that the audiences of that time sat in fully lit theaters and were in the habit of following the Italian with the help of their trusty libretti. In any case, the baroque style in opera, no less than in the visual arts, dictated that one should never say with one gesture what can be said in a hundred. Anyone who has sung in a community Messiah is familiar with Händel’s habit of repeating a single line of verse dozens of times, and in his operas he was even more, well, baroque. Thus when the stage lovers sing, for example, “Addio, amore mio! Addio per sempre!” twenty-seven times in a row, moving toward opposite ends of the stage to the sad accompaniment of the oboe, even the most nonlinguistic dolt in the audience can comprehend that they are not commencing a love affair.

The “follow-along-with-a-libretto” approach to opera in a foreign language was successful for many years, until “guess who” came along and eliminated this option. Among Wagner’s radical reforms in opera was a demand for a darkened auditorium, concentrating people’s attention on the stage and eliminating the fabled distractions in the audience itself. Technological history was thus very obliging to Wagner in creating electricity just in time for him to put it to this handy use. People have insisted on darkened auditoriums ever since, but something was lost.

When Toscanini conducted the Italian premiere of Tristan at La Scala in 1897, he insisted on giving the opera in the original German and dimming the lights. The audience was annoyed. How on earth were they to know what was going on?

Of course, there has always been, and there still is, the option of performing opera in translation. The arguments in favor of opera in translation always sound entirely sensible on paper: the audience can understand the words, have a more direct experience of the piece, and not be made to feel uncultured or ignorant by the hateful polyglot elite. Government-funded opera has always leaned toward translations, since the bureaucrats can more easily convince themselves that they are providing “popular” entertainment for their public (which lets you know what they think of the imaginative capabilities of their publics). Comic opera, it is argued, is especially appropriate in translation, since the audience is meant to laugh along with the stage action. Only snobs and killjoys would insist on comic opera being performed in a language the audience does not understand.

Which is all perfectly logical, except that the medium in question is opera, where logic, per se, holds no place. Opera in translation is, at best, a compromise. The mystical union of word and music is lost. This may sound arcane, but it’s true. This is most apparent to English-speakers when they hear very familiar popular songs, such as a Beatles’ song, sung in translation. It just doesn’t ring right.

Each of the solutions to the problem of opera in a foreign language outlined above has been tried at various times with varying degrees of success. In the early seventeenth century, Austrian composers began creating operas in German, but the public largely ignored them and continued to flock to Italian operas. The French were the first outside of Italy to get on their own somewhat shaky feet. The Germans lagged behind, much to the irritation of German composers. Wagner claimed that the standards of production in German opera houses in his youth were atrocious, and we have every reason to believe him. Either one heard German singers singing Italian words they didn’t understand, and making a big mess out of them, or one heard horrid German translations that were inherently at odds with great Italian poetry. Think of the witty refrain to Leporello’s Catalogue Aria in Don Giovanni, an opera that ruled the stage in Wagner’s youth. The number of female conquests the Don has racked up in Spain alone is “mill’ e tre,” a thousand and three. The German for this is “drei und ein tausend.” Clearly, the German requires a different musical setting.

Beethoven inspired many of his time by composing a German opera, Fidelio. Carl Maria von Weber followed with Der Freischütz, and Germans saw that they could, after all, compose operas in their own language, as long as they didn’t try to imitate Italian music directly. Wagner was very insistent that the words gave birth to the music. Not only did he insist on writing in German, but he felt he was the only person who could write the words of his own operas, since there was, in his mind, no separation between the word and the sound.

This is the basis of the whole issue known as “music drama.” Wagner began to think of his works as being so far evolved beyond the conventional operas of his time, when he saw nobody caring about the union of words and music and everyone only interested in florid vocal fireworks, that he couldn’t even bear to call his creations “operas.” Subsequent generations have seen less of a difference between these two definitions. The field of world music has become so vast that “music dramas” look a whole lot like “operas” in the great scheme of things. Yet there was a reason this was once such an issue.

Wagner’s librettos are not studied these days as masterpieces of German literature, as he assumed they would be, and few composers since Wagner have emulated him in writing their own words—unless we look to the wide realm of popular music. In any case, there is a remarkable unity of word and sound in Wagner’s work. Even people who don’t understand German can understand this fact. Nowadays, simultaneous translations in the theater have largely, though not entirely, replaced the option of singing in translation, and the audience has benefited. However, Wagner’s words can be murky and obscure. Often they are employed more for their sound than their actual meaning. With Wagner, even more than other opera composers, it is imperative to know what is supposed to be happening on stage. Armed with a little knowledge, anyone can derive a profound experience from these works, no matter how “foreign” they appear at first.


The Strange Life and Career
of Richard Wagner
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The drama surrounding Richard Wagner begins, appropriately enough, before birth. We know he was born on May 22, 1813, in the city of Leipzig. His legal father was Friedrich Wagner, a police official, and his mother was Johanna, daughter of a baker. Wagner states in his autobiography that he was baptized two days after his birth, but records show that the event occurred three months later. In the interim, Johanna was visiting an actor-painter friend of her husband’s named Ludwig Geyer. Geyer enjoyed intimate relations with the Wagner family, although the exact level of this intimacy is much debated. When Friedrich Wagner died in December 1813, Geyer took responsibility for the family. He and Johanna were married the following August.

No one would care which of these two buddies sired little Richard, except that Wagner himself wondered about it (all but one of Wagner’s operatic heroes are fatherless in one form or other), and that Geyer is traditionally regarded as a Jewish name in Germany. This, and the fact that the Wagner/Geyers lived in the Jewish quarter of Leipzig, is enough for some biographers to explain Wagner’s obsessive and hysterical anti-Semitism as a form of self-loathing. If only it were all that simple.

We know that Geyer was, in any case, the only father Richard ever knew, since Friedrich did not even leave a portrait of himself behind. Geyer was a man of the theater, and he moved the family to the city of Dresden, capital of the kingdom of Saxony, in 1817. The children all began to take part in theater life in one form or another. Young Richard attended school, but his imagination was only fired in the theater.

There was less of a distinction between theater and opera in that time and place. For one thing, they were invariably in the same building, and “singers” on one night often were “actors” on another, since the pay was pretty miserable. Also, music figured prominently in dramas. The abundance of German “incidental music” of that period, of which Felix Mendelssohn’s music for A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the most famous example, demonstrates this. Richard began writing epic plays; he tells us he studied music merely so he could write his own incidental music. The quest for the “Total Work of Art” had begun.

Wagner downplays his musical training in his autobiography, claiming that he studied basics and counterpoint for a mere six months before he surpassed his teacher. Naturally he wanted people to think that his genius was born full-grown out of his own soul with no help from others, but it is still apparent that he had less formal training than any of the other men known as “great composers.”

Wagner wrote several orchestral pieces, including a symphony that received warm applause in Leipzig in 1833, and an opera, Die Feen (“The Fairies”), which was never performed in his lifetime. On the strength of his compositions, he received a conducting job in Würzburg, and then at the theater of Magdeburg. The fragmentation of Germany into dozens of separate little countries was a disaster politically and economically, but it meant that every small town had a theater and a musical life of its own, as compared to united France, where everything tended to occur in the capital. Two interesting experiences awaited Wagner in Magdeburg.

ROUGH DEBUTS AS COMPOSER AND HUSBAND

Wagner composed a second opera, Das Liebesverbot (“The Ban on Love”), based on Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, and he prepared the Magdeburg theater for its premiere. Everything went wrong. A grand total of three people (all Jewish, incidentally) bought tickets for the performance. Directly before the curtain was scheduled to rise, the husband of the prima donna thought this would be a good time to confront her with her extramarital activities, which included the opera’s star tenor. An actual fistfight broke out backstage. The three people in the audience were informed that Das Liebesverbot was postponed. It never saw the light of day in Wagner’s lifetime, either. Few people today have anything positive to say about this work, and while Die Feen contains some lovely music, Das Liebesverbot has been consigned to the music schools, if anywhere.

The second interesting development in Magdeburg was Minna Planer. She was a pretty, emotional actress a few years older than Wagner who traveled about with her “younger sister” (actually, her illegitimate daughter). Their relationship was shaky from the start. Minna always wanted a stable home life. From that point of view, she couldn’t have made a worse choice of husband.

Wagner followed Minna to Königsberg, where she had an acting job and where Richard promised to find some work. (You won’t find Königsberg on the map. It’s now a gray, concrete-filled post-socialist question mark on the Baltic Sea named, for the moment, Kaliningrad.) They were married in November 1836, bickering right through the wedding ceremony. In the following months, Minna was underwhelmed by Richard’s efforts to find work, as she would remain for the rest of her life, and promptly split town with a well-off businessman. After a few weeks of cat and mouse, they decided to reunite. Minna joined her husband in Riga, where he had actually landed a job as music director.

RIGA

Riga was the capital of the Russian province of Livonia (present-day Latvia), with a sizable German colony dating from the Middle Ages that congregated around the theater. Minna withdrew from the stage to keep house while Wagner, it was said, worked wonders with the small orchestra. He also noted three features of the theater itself: the auditorium was steeply raked and very dimly lighted, and the orchestra pit was at a lower level. Wagner told people that if he ever participated in the design of an ideal theater, he would remember these qualities.

Although the theater kept him busy enough, the sleepy town gave Wagner plenty of time to work on Rienzi, a five-act grand opera in the style of the very popular French operas of the time, notably by the German-Jewish composer Giacomo Meyerbeer. Based on an English novel, Rienzi told the story of the fourteenth-century Roman commoner who united the people against corrupt nobles and briefly resurrected the republic before being assassinated. Wagner conceived a ripping spectacle, including a ballet, climaxing in a big onstage fire. Riga, obviously, was no place to stage Rienzi.

ACROSS EUROPE

Two years in Riga were enough for the Wagners, and they concluded it was time to play the “big game,” which could only mean Paris. Friends advised them that their application for a passport would be advertised, by law, in the papers, bringing an avalanche of debt collectors who would block their exit. Why not sneak over the border to Prussia, make a fortune in Paris, and pay off all their debts afterward? Wagner loved the idea, and he, Minna, and their big Newfoundland dog Robber made for the border.

What followed was one of the most famous episodes of their frantic lives. After hiding out in a smugglers’ den of Polish Jews, the three ran across the wide ditch marking the border, evading the Cossack patrols whose orders were to shoot to kill, even after fugitives had crossed over. The dog, luckily, remained silent through the adventure. They were met on the other side by a friend in a light carriage, and took back roads to the coast to avoid creditors in Königsberg. The carriage turned over on one of these roads, luckily throwing Wagner into a heap of manure but injuring Minna, who may have been made infertile by the accident. Finally, they made their way to the Baltic port of Pillau, where a small merchant ship, the Thetis, was waiting to depart for London.

The presence of Robber made a sea voyage, rather than overland journey, the sole option. The Thetis took almost a month to make the trip, fighting storms the whole way. Wagner claimed much of the music for The Flying Dutchman was inspired by this harrowing journey, including echoes of the sailors’ cries off the fjord cliffs of Norway. Scholars have pointed out that Wagner may have been self-dramatizing a bit, but the trip clearly made a large impression on him. He never boarded another sailing ship in his life. A few years later, the Thetis sank with all hands.

After a week in the awesome metropolis of London, where linguistic limitations hampered the Wagners’ sightseeing, they boarded a steamer for the French side of the channel. Wagner visited Meyerbeer at the seaside resort of Boulogne, received letters of introduction, and moved on to modest quarters in Paris.

PARIS, ACT ONE

Two things are clear about Wagner’s early years in Paris: he was enormously impressed by the level of musical production and performance there, and he was equally embittered by his own tepid reception. Beyond this, it is very difficult to make sense out of these murky years. In his autobiography Wagner lies repeatedly about this period, since he wanted to minimize the effect any non-German music had on him. Meyerbeer was all the rage at the great Paris Opéra, and there is every indication that he went out of his way to help the young Wagner, to whom the truth was always incidental. Wagner believed that the entire musical establishment of Paris, which he perceived as Jewish, was out to get him, and he ended up writing about them in paragraphs that rank among the most disgraceful words ever penned by an artist. To make some money while in Paris, Wagner wrote several articles for German music journals, which are actually quite lucid and interesting. He also did musical hackwork. This involved making solo-instrument reductions of popular operatic melodies, and Wagner resented working on such “trash” as Donizetti. The work was foisted upon him by the music publisher Maurice Schlesinger, who was Jewish and “too powerful to offend.” This, at least, is how he chose to remember it twenty years later. The truth seems to be that Wagner begged Schlesinger for the work.

In any case, Wagner did not have an easy time of it in Paris, though he managed to write The Flying Dutchman at this time. Das Liebesverbot was accepted for production at the Théâtre de la Renaissance, which promptly went bankrupt before they were able to perform it (Wagner was convinced Meyerbeer knew this would happen). Minna did wonders at home with no money. Robber, the dog who escaped from Riga with them, ran away, evading Wagner months later when their paths crossed. The one positive relationship of this time was with Samuel Lehrs, a fellow “Bohemian” and good friend to Wagner, who always remembered him with great warmth. Lehrs, interestingly, was Jewish.

Meanwhile, Wagner’s huge Meyerbeerian grand opera Rienzi was accepted for production in Dresden. Dutchman was shortly after accepted by Berlin, largely through the influence of Meyerbeer. Wagner realized his future lay in Germany, and he and Minna took the five-day stagecoach ride to Dresden.

DRESDEN

Rienzi, despite its insane length of nearly six hours, was a huge hit in Dresden. Several performances were given, as was the custom, each a greater success than the one before. When the position of Royal Kapellmeister became vacant, Wagner was enthusiastically named to it. This involved directorship of all music in the theater, palace, and church, and Dresdeners were proud of the level of culture in their elegant, Italianate city.

Minna was thrilled to have an employed husband at last, and if Wagner bucked against the idea of wearing servant’s livery (as was expected of salaried musicians at that time), she loved her new status as the Frau Kapellmeisterin of royal Dresden. Now, if only Richard would do his job, not upset everybody, and write more operas people could enjoy …

Not likely. Wagner began to feel underappreciated perhaps ten minutes into his new job, a feeling he would retain to the end of his life even after he became the most celebrated musician in the world. But Dresden gave him some reason for dissatisfaction. Theater life was in disarray everywhere in those years, having lost the old aristocratic patronage and not yet having achieved modern systematization. Dutchman was produced in 1843, since Berlin had been dithering with it and Dresden wanted another hit from its almost-native son.

Dutchman received a decent if not fanatical response, being an entirely different creature from the conventional Rienzi. Tannhäuser appeared in 1845. This work left the audience even more bewildered, being farther even than Dutchman from typical opera of the time. Though Wagner was happy with his excellent lead singers, the production values of the theater left him dissatisfied. With his typical monomaniacal energy, Wagner submitted a thorough plan for the restructuring of the Saxon state theater system. It called for an enlarged orchestra, more rehearsal time, the establishment of music schools and scene shops, and much more. The motive behind this, of course, was to ensure better performances of the works of Richard Wagner, and all the new system needed was huge funding from the State Treasury. Self-serving as it all was, almost everything in Wagner’s plan was absolutely right and logical. Pensions, minimum wages, and sick leave for employees, from prima donnas to janitors, were included as necessary improvements. The plan was trashed, and many at court labeled Wagner an ungrateful malcontent. The king of Saxony personally rejected the idea of closing the theater for two or three nights a week (as Wagner had suggested, to have more rehearsal time and better performances) for the sensible reason that there was absolutely nothing else to do in Dresden if the theater wasn’t open.

Any chance for a rapprochement between Wagner and the government was gone by 1848. Far from letting himself become more docile and writing more operas people liked, as Frau Wagner hoped, Wagner was beginning to conceive of an opera on a whole different level from anything ever seen. In 1848 he wrote a Sketch of the Nibelung Myth as Basis for a Drama, in which he outlined his idea for a sort of festival where the people (all of them) would celebrate their heritage and art, as he imagined was done in ancient Athens. He also saw how this could be done in a musical sense, and produced the outline of Siegfrieds Tod, which would become Götterdämmerung, and, eventually, the massive, four-part epic Ring of the Nibelung. To create this new spectacle, he proposed to invent a new relationship between words, music, and staging, but it would require a new sort of effort on the part of the audience as well. The world, rather than just the theater of Dresden, would have to change. Wagner had become a revolutionary.

1848

It’s hard to fathom the degree of Wagner’s involvement with the revolutionary movement of the late 1840s, since he tried like hell to downplay it in later years when he depended on royal patronage. We know he became friends with the famous Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, who arrived in Dresden at this time, and Wagner was busy writing revolutionary pamphlets through this period. His political pronouncements at this point reflect the confused times as well as his confused mind. At one point, he advocated overthrowing the Saxon monarchy and establishing a republic—with the king of Saxony as its first president! No writer of comic operettas could have topped this solution.

Talk turned to action all over Europe in 1848. The French monarchy was overthrown for, presumably, the last time, and there were revolutions in virtually every country on the continent. The German states proposed a united constitution, which the Saxon government appeared to approve. Dresdeners watched events with cautious optimism, and quietly armed themselves, a process in which Wagner was involved. The heady times were too much for him to ignore, and he began preaching revolution more blatantly in pamphlets and speeches. He called loudly for utter destruction of the old to make way for the new.

The “old,” inconveniently, did not wish to be swept aside so easily, and reaction set in across Europe. The revolution broke out in Dresden after Easter 1849, just as it was dying out around the rest of the continent. The armed citizens rose up and appeared to sweep the government away. Wagner held a legal position in the Communal Guard, which was intended to keep order in such an event. He always maintained he had only done his Guard job according to the law, but it was clear that he was caught up in the excitement. He was seen shouting encouragement from the bell towers to the marauding revolutionaries below. Prussian troops arrived early in May, and the revolt was quelled. Many revolutionaries, real or suspected, were shot on the spot. An order was issued for Wagner’s arrest. He escaped from Saxony and showed up in nearby Weimar, where Franz Liszt was installed as a music director. It is worth digressing a bit at this point to take a look at the extraordinary man Wagner turned to at this point in his life.

FRANZ LISZT

Liszt was born in 1811 in the village of Raiding, which was part of Austria at the time, later to become part of Hungary. (Central Europe is filled with towns whose countries shift borders under them, as recent history continues to show.) His father, who managed an estate for the fabulously wealthy Eszterhazy family, and his mother were of German and Austrian descent and spoke only German. Liszt did not recreate himself as a Hungarian until years later. The child Franz was endowed with a peerless gift for piano playing. After years of hard work, the local Eszterhazys gave the young prodigy some chances to show his abilities and sent him to their even richer relatives in Vienna. The Vienna Eszterhazys decided Franz was too great even for their city, and promptly sent him with his father off to Paris to conquer the musical world.

In Paris he gave virtuoso concerts, at which he began to affect colorful Hungarian details of costume. Liszt was learning that there was more to being a famous musician than talent, and being Hungarian in no way hurt his audience appeal. A celebrity was born. Although only fourteen, he loved the attention. As he matured, attention became adulation, and Liszt found himself chased by a wide variety of women. Half the time he returned their ardor, the rest of the time he spoke of becoming a priest. Then he met Marie d’Agoult, who was a story in herself.

She was born in 1805 into the old French aristocracy, even though her maternal grandfather was of the apparently Jewish Frankfurt banking family of Bethmann (this interesting fact is missing from many biographies of Wagner, Liszt, and even Cosima). Married off to the decrepit Count d’Agoult in 1828 in an impossibly chic ceremony attended by the king and queen of France, Marie soon tired of married life and sought her thrills in Paris nightlife. When she met the irresistible Liszt in 1833, sparks flew. He was always awed by the nobility, and Marie was beautiful to boot. They were living together within a few months, and moved out of Paris. For years they wandered all over France, Switzerland, Italy, and Germany, hobnobbing with various personalities of the time. Quite incidentally, Marie bore three children, the middle of whom, Cosima, was born at Lake Como in 1837.

Liszt needed money for this life style, and began giving concerts all over Europe. He basically invented the piano recital as we know it, but his concerts were much more than the genteel evenings we associate with that form of entertainment. Liszt’s audiences cheered and screamed. Fatherhood had done nothing to diminish his attractiveness to women, and it was fashionable for them to pass out when he walked onstage. Liszt may have been the world’s first great pop star. Marie and the children were left at home, wherever home happened to be, during these tours, and the tours grew longer and longer.

By 1842, the two acknowledged that their liaison was finished, and Marie returned to Paris with the children. It didn’t take long for the separation to become bitter, and the hapless children became emotional footballs for their two self-consumed, larger-than-life parents. Liszt, who held all parental rights by French law of that time, sent his antique country mother to Paris to keep house for the children, away from Marie. Meanwhile, he gave concerts, traveling by coach to every two-mule town in Europe. By 1847, he was worn out, and wanted to devote more time to composing. He decided that a few concerts in the Ukraine would be his last. There, he met the woman who would dominate the rest of his life.

The two towering passions in the life of Princess Carolyne von Sayn-Wittgenstein are best illustrated by the story that she first bedded Liszt under a ten-foot-high crucifix. Liszt was still trying to balance his Catholic mysticism with his active libido. They were made for each other. The princess also owned a hefty chunk of the Ukraine. The only minor inconvenience was her husband, an advisor to the czar. Certain a divorce was around the corner, she persuaded Liszt to take a full-time position as a sort of music director at the small but refined court of Weimar, in Germany, where he was “guesting” for a few months every year. The princess met up with him in Weimar to await the divorce papers. The papers never came.

On February 26, 1849, Liszt successfully produced Tannhäuser at Weimar, despite the pitifully small orchestra. Wagner was extremely grateful for this token of favor from one of the world’s most famous musicians; although they had met in Paris years before, this production sealed their friendship. Liszt wrote Wagner, expressing his admiration for the music and telling Wagner to count on him if he needed any favors in the future.

A MEETING IN WEIMAR

Wagner needed plenty of favors in 1849. As soon as he showed up in Weimar, in flight from the arrest warrant in Dresden, he turned to Liszt. “Admit it,” said the pianist. “You’ve done something very foolish.” Wagner asked for money to escape to Switzerland, which Liszt gave him even though he wasn’t very flush at the moment. The czar had declared Princess Carolyne AWOL and confiscated her lands, including her 30,000 or so serfs. Wagner called on the princess before leaving Weimar: they were unimpressed with each other, remaining so for the rest of their lives. Four days later, Wagner was in Switzerland, banished from Germany for the next eleven years.

FUGITIVE PATHS

Liszt kept urging Wagner to go to Paris, and Minna, who joined him in Switzerland in September, supported this idea. Wagner duly went there in January 1850, but once again got nowhere. Meyerbeer still reigned supreme in the French capital. Wagner was miserable and unable to work on music. Instead, he got involved in a complicated love affair with a married lady in Bordeaux whose potty English mother was willing to support Wagner until the scandale erupted in public. After many tawdry scenes worthy of the Italian operas he claimed to dislike, Wagner rejoined Minna in Zurich in July. He was broke, as usual, and had no prospects. Germany and France were both closed to him. He reacted to his situation by venting bitterness in a pamphlet, “Judaism in Music,” which he finished in August. The world had failed him, and he blamed the Jews.

It would strike a sane person as an irrational leap from resenting Meyerbeer’s success to writing “Judaism in Music,” but Wagner was not, conventionally speaking, sane. The logical processes of cause and effect were entirely absent in his thinking. Wagner was perfectly capable of tasting a rotten apple, or even hearing about one, and developing a creed around the notion that apples, all being rotten, are the cause of the world’s problems. Furthermore, he could add without compunction, no one could claim any appreciation for the score of, say, Tristan und Isolde until they rid their lives of the pernicious influence of apples. The reader is advised to sample some of Wagner’s theoretical writings before rejecting the previous sentences as frivolous.

Meanwhile, he had more success sorting out his thoughts in other essays. In January 1851 he published Opera and Drama, in which he laid out his ideas of a new direction for “music drama,” and was then able to complete the outline for the four-part Ring of the Nibelung. He wrote A Communication to My Friends, which was a combination of autobiography, introduction to his existing operas, and statement of purpose for future works. After a grueling “water cure” at a Swiss spa, he returned to Zurich, where Minna once again joined him. Wagner organized a series of concerts, mainly because he had written much music he hadn’t yet heard played by an orchestra. (He was already exiled from Germany when Liszt gave the only moderately successful premiere of Lohengrin at Weimar in 1850.)

These “cures” we always read about in the nineteenth century, and the “spas” everyone is always running off to, were the era’s combination of resort, rehab, and fashion show. Here they addressed the health issues unique to their time, since nobody of the artistic or upper classes ever seemed to have a normal disease. They suffered from “nervous collapse,” “total exhaustion,” “the vapours,” and the scariest malaise of the times, “brain fever.” It was very fashionable to be in a moribund state. Chopin was said to be dying his whole life. Wagner was a man of his times in this respect. When a letter of his ends by saying, “Am near death—don’t expect to survive,” it was the equivalent of today’s “Best regards.” Biographers have often missed these conventions of the 1850s, and assure us that Wagner’s life was sheer hell throughout this time. Apparently, it never got so bad that he considered getting a job.

In Zurich Wagner met Otto Wesendonck, a prosperous merchant who helped him out financially. Wagner almost immediately ran up debts beyond even Wesendonck’s means, and further complicated the matter by becoming infatuated with Frau Mathilde Wesendonck. (Wagner was never interested in virgins, only in women who “belonged” to other men. Even Minna only got a proposal out of Wagner when she started receiving attentions from other suitors. Psychologists explain this as a by-product of an Oedipal complex. Later, Wagner was tasteless enough to speak of this quirk of his to Cosima.) Wagner relieved the tension by traveling to Italy (Wesendonck paid), where he later claimed that the sight of the sea off La Spezia inspired the opening measures of Das Rheingold, the first part of the Ring. He began composing without the slightest possibility of getting the Ring performed anywhere. He also became engrossed in philosophy. Schopenhauer’s book The World as Will and Idea, with its stunning opening line “The world is my idea,” blew Wagner away. It has traditionally been maintained that Wagner’s world outlook changed as a result of this book, but recent scholarship prefers to see Schopenhauer as coincidentally giving voice to nebulous ideas Wagner already had. In any case, the “vision” off La Spezia sounds suspiciously like certain passages in Schopenhauer.

Wagner went to London to conduct a series of concerts, including extracts from his own operas, which bombed with the critics. (He almost always had more success with general audiences than with critics and, to a certain extent, still does.) He met Queen Victoria, who, like any other good German of the time, was addicted to Italian opera. She declared herself intrigued by Wagner’s music, and asked if there were any possibility of translating his operas into Italian so they could be performed in London! It may have been the only time in his life when Wagner was speechless.

LOVE MUSIC

The weight of the Ring was becoming unbearable, and Wagner’s mind was busy elsewhere. Sometime in 1854 he became intrigued with the medieval legend of Tristan and Isolde. This seemed like a good idea to Minna, since a love-triangle opera would at least be performable and might produce some income. Wagner put aside Siegfried, the third part of the Ring, and devoted himself to composing Tristan und Isolde. As inspiration for this love story, he and Mathilde Wesendonck exchanged passionate letters and carried on an affair whose exact nature remains a mystery. We don’t even know if they ever actually had sex. We do know that they were in love with the drama of a torrid affaire. Wagner was also steeping himself in Buddhist literature at this time. Clearly, Tristan would not be the simple, performable work for which Minna hoped in vain.

Wesendonck built a stately villa outside of Zurich with a guest house on the grounds, which the Wagners moved into. (What was Otto thinking?) Wagner’s mind was alive in this time, sketching the outline for Parsifal while composing Tristan. Visitors came to the cozy, if irregular, love nest, perhaps none more interesting than those who arrived in September 1857.

Back in Weimar, Liszt was taking on music students. The most brilliant was a nervous young minor nobleman from nearby Berlin named Hans von Bülow, whose piano playing rivaled Liszt’s and who showed great promise in the then-emerging art of conducting. Liszt transferred his three children from glittering Paris to live with Bülow’s shrew-mother in dreary Berlin at the instigation of Princess Carolyne, who never missed a chance to shaft Marie d’Agoult. Young Hans was taken by Cosima’s grace, aristocratic bearing, and striking, if not beautiful, looks (she inherited her father’s large nose). Not seeing any other future, Cosima accepted the proposal from the twitchy Hans. For their honeymoon, they went to stay with, of all people, the Wagners and Wesendoncks. Cosima had met Wagner in Paris years before, but now she was overwhelmed beyond speech. While Bülow picked through the orchestral sketches of Siegfried at the piano (a feat Wagner himself could not manage), Cosima realized what a mistake she had made by marrying Bülow. She thought of suicide.

When the Bülows left, there was still Mathilde, but Minna was not having any fun. She taught the pet parrot to say “Wagner is a bad husband,” and began to confront Frau Wesendonck. It didn’t help when Wagner set some of Mathilde’s love poetry to beautiful music in what would be known as the Wesendonck Lieder. Minna and Otto finally rebelled, and the little love nest was finished. Minna retired to a spa cure, while Wagner was packed off to that ultimate destination of failed lovers, Venice. Again, Wesendonck paid the bills. Codependency had not yet been identified as an illness.

Wagner rented a floor of the otherwise empty Palazzo Giustinian on the Grand Canal, and kept a highly dramatic journal (near death every day) for Mathilde’s benefit. In fact, it was the perfect mood and setting to work on the fatally erotic Tristan, which was completed in March 1859. Mathilde proved more useful to him as a distant muse than as a next-door neighbor. Venice at that time was ruled by Austria, whose reactionary officials were less than thrilled with the presence of the fugitive revolutionary. Fortunately, the Venetian chief of police was a music lover named Crespi, who fudged reports to Vienna. But Venice was becoming too small for Wagner. He returned to Switzerland without a prospect in the world. The Wesendoncks welcomed him back and helped him out financially, but did not invite him to live with them. It was time to try Paris again.

Wagner did periodically write to Dresden, hoping for amnesty, saying how badly he wanted to return and promising never again to interfere in politics. The authorities wanted him to admit his revolutionary error and return to face trial, which, they hinted, was a formality and at which he would no doubt be acquitted. Wagner refused to do this. He never saw that he had done anything wrong. Minna urged him to comply, but he never did. Wagner, who is reputed to have had no ethics whatsoever, should instead be credited with an extremely selective and randomly evoked sense of ethics.

DISASTER IN PARIS

The next Paris episode may be the most oft-told chapter in Wagner’s life. The net result was the spectacularly disastrous production of Tannhäuser at the Opéra, which left Wagner more bitter than ever—ten years later he publicly called for the destruction of the city after it fell to German troops in 1871. What is less emphasized is how many admirers his several concerts won him. Charles Baudelaire, Catulle Mendès, Camille Saint-Saëns, Charles Gounod, and many other prominent artists and writers became Wagnerians at this time. His failure at the Opéra, where Tannhäuser was booed off the stage on three separate nights in a demonstration rooted in complicated causes, only confirmed their adoration for Wagner as a force against the establishment. Also at this time, Wagner’s banishment from Germany was finally lifted. He made some excursions to Rhineland towns, noting that he felt “absolutely nothing” in setting foot on his native soil again. Yet there was no point in remaining in Paris, which he left once and for all in January 1862.

ADRIFT

Minna was thoroughly sick of Wagner. After Paris, there were a few more cures, then the Wagners finally decided to live apart. Minna was set up in a modest apartment in Dresden, which was where she had always wanted to be anyway. Wagner criss-crossed Germany several times, trying to scare up new friends and benefactors, but even the most ardent fans had been warned against making any definite financial commitments to this human fortune-vacuum. He conducted lucrative concerts in Russia, spent the money, and set sights on Vienna.

In Vienna, Wagner finally heard Lohengrin for the first time. A successful production of Dutchman followed, and there was every reason to believe Tristan would be produced there. With his usual overoptimism, Wagner rented an expensive apartment and furnished it sumptuously. He wanted a comfortable home to work on his next opera, Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. This new project, a comic opera full of easy melody, had been well received by friends who heard readings of the libretto. It would surely take Germany by storm. Wagner thought prosperity was right around the corner. It wasn’t. Rehearsals for Tristan were falling apart. The tenor couldn’t remember any of the role from one day to the next, and finally lost his voice completely. People said Wagner had “really gone too far this time,” and that Tristan, whatever its musical merits, was absolutely unperformable. It was finally canceled by the Vienna company in March 1864. Wagner was worse than broke. He had borrowed heavily against projected income from Tristan and even Meistersinger, which wasn’t yet composed. Austrian law severely penalized late debt payments, and Wagner had to borrow at high interest to avoid prison. His attorney (Liszt’s uncle, incidentally) told him bluntly to split town—fast. This he did on March 23.

In Switzerland again, no one was willing or able to put him up. He thought of marrying rich, and asked his sister Luise in Dresden to sound out Minna about a divorce. To her credit, Luise refused, and advised her errant brother to apply for a vacant job in Darmstadt. Instead, Wagner went to Stuttgart, for lack of anyplace else to go, and checked into a modest hotel. Even this was beyond his present means, but luckily there were some well-off music lovers in town who opened their dining room to him. On Monday, May 2, while he was at their house eating, he was handed a card and was told that the “Aulic Secretary of His Majesty the King of Bavaria” desired a word with him. Suspecting some debt collector of a cheap trick, Wagner sent word that he was not there. Back at his hotel
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