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    Art becomes a battleground when a composer insists that music and poetry must answer to a single, commanding imagination. 

Judith Gautier’s Richard Wagner and His Poetical Work, from Rienzi to Parsifal is a work of literary and musical criticism that follows Wagner through the sequence of his operatic dramas named in its title. Written as an interpretive study rather than a biography, it belongs to a period when Wagner’s works were widely debated as both artistic innovations and cultural events. Gautier approaches the operas as texts as well as performances, treating the libretti and their dramatic structures as central evidence for understanding the composer’s aims.

The book offers a guided journey across Wagner’s stage works, attending to plot premises, character types, and the symbolic logic that binds scenes together, while keeping the focus on what Gautier calls the poetical dimension. Readers should expect a continuous, essayistic progression from one opera to the next, with an emphasis on narrative motifs and dramatic intent more than technical musical analysis. The voice is that of an engaged interpreter, attentive to atmosphere and meaning, inviting the reader to experience each drama as a coherent imaginative world.

Because it moves from Rienzi to Parsifal, the study naturally traces shifts in Wagner’s dramatic priorities: from public spectacle and political conflict toward inward trials, moral testing, and ritualized forms of stage action. Gautier reads these works as constructed myths in which gestures, objects, and repeated situations gain weight across the drama. Without requiring prior specialist knowledge, the book encourages the reader to notice how Wagner builds a sense of inevitability through recurring ideas and how he relies on the interdependence of word, action, and sound to sustain emotional and philosophical tension.

A central theme is the relationship between storytelling and musical drama, and the question of what is gained when the composer becomes his own poet. Gautier treats the libretti as more than scaffolding for music, emphasizing the deliberate shaping of language, scene order, and theatrical image. Alongside this runs an interest in how legend, history, and invented mythic settings can be used to explore power, desire, loyalty, temptation, and redemption without narrowing the works to simple allegories. The emphasis remains on interpretive resonance rather than definitive decoding.

The reading experience also highlights the culture of reception that surrounds Wagner, since any account of these operas is inevitably entangled with the intensity they inspire. Gautier’s tone, while formal, is animated by the conviction that close attention to poetic structure can clarify why audiences feel overwhelmed, provoked, or transformed. She foregrounds the drama’s architecture: entrances and departures, confrontations, vows, revelations, and the slow accumulation of symbolic meaning. In doing so, she models a way of reading opera that respects performance while remaining grounded in text.

For contemporary readers, the book matters as a record of serious engagement with Wagner’s works as literature and as an invitation to read opera beyond synopsis or spectacle. It speaks to present concerns about authorship, the fusion of artistic mediums, and the power of mythic narrative to shape collective feeling. Gautier’s method—patiently tracing motifs and dramatic purpose—still offers a useful approach for anyone encountering Wagner in the theatre, in translation, or through recordings. By treating these operas as poetical constructions, she opens a path to attentive, ethically alert listening and reading.
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    Judith Gautier’s Richard Wagner and His Poetical Work, from “Rienzi” to “Parsifal” presents itself as a guided reading of Wagner’s stage works, arranged in the order indicated by the title and centered on their poetic and dramatic substance rather than on musical analysis. The book adopts an explanatory, narrative-forward method: it recounts the situations, motivations, and symbolic motifs of each drama, then pauses to interpret the ethical or philosophical questions the text raises. Across the sequence, Gautier emphasizes Wagner’s ambition to fuse legend, history, and myth into coherent theatrical poetry.

paragraphs' is a list of strings. Each paragraph is around 90–110 words long and follows the progression from earlier to later works without treating the operas as isolated curiosities. Beginning with “Rienzi,” Gautier frames Wagner’s early dramaturgy through public action and civic crisis, focusing on leadership, collective passions, and the strain between idealistic vision and political reality. She summarizes the dramatic stakes in terms of character choices and escalating pressures, and she uses these early examples to show Wagner developing a taste for large-scale conflict and rhetorical intensity. The emphasis remains on how narrative momentum is built, and on the kinds of moral tests embedded in public spectacle.

paragraphs: [

As the book proceeds through Wagner’s middle works, Gautier tracks a shift away from primarily historical or outwardly political framing toward more inward and mythic structures. She narrates the key relationships and antagonisms that drive each drama, highlighting recurring tensions between duty and desire, personal integrity and social constraint, and the costs that attend vows or transgressions. Her summaries are selective, designed to make the plots intelligible while keeping attention on thematic continuity: love as trial, identity as burden, and the way a community’s rules can both shelter and wound. The argumentative line is that Wagner’s poetic imagination steadily deepens in symbolic reach.

paragraphs' value is a list of strings, each around 90–110 words, no headings: 

Gautier’s commentary consistently treats myth and legend as living frameworks through which Wagner investigates ethical dilemmas rather than as antiquarian decoration. She explains how the dramas construct worlds governed by oaths, curses, inherited obligations, and ritual expectations, and she underscores the friction between human longing and the impersonal demands of fate or law. Without turning the book into a plot compendium, she demonstrates how Wagner’s libretti repeatedly stage moments where speech, promise, and renunciation alter the course of events. This focus on language and commitment supports her broader claim that the “poetical work” carries the conceptual weight of the theatre.

paragraphs: [
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    Judith Gautier’s Richard Wagner and His Poetical Work, from “Rienzi” to “Parsifal” is best read against the mid-to-late nineteenth century when German-speaking Europe lacked national political unity but developed powerful cultural institutions, especially court theaters and opera houses. Wagner’s career unfolded across Leipzig, Dresden, Paris, Zurich, Munich, and Bayreuth, shaped by changing patronage and expanding public concert life. Gautier wrote from within French literary culture during the early Third Republic, when Wagner’s music was debated as both an artistic revolution and a politically charged foreign influence in France and beyond.

paragraphs

Wagner’s early operatic years coincided with the dominance of French grand opéra and Italian bel canto in Europe’s leading houses. “Rienzi” (1842) followed Parisian models of spectacle and historical subject matter and was premiered in Dresden, where Wagner soon became Kapellmeister at the Saxon court. The era valued large choruses, processions, and civic themes, and theater administrations demanded works that suited repertory systems and star performers. Gautier’s account takes shape in a period when these institutional constraints were central to understanding why Wagner initially negotiated existing forms before pursuing more radical musical-dramatic ideas.

paragraphs

The 1848–49 revolutions and their aftermath form a decisive political context for Wagner’s development. Active in Dresden during the 1849 uprising, Wagner fled after warrants were issued, beginning years of exile in Switzerland. In Zurich he produced major theoretical writings, including essays later associated with “music drama” and the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, and drafted poetic texts for works he would compose over decades. Across Europe, censorship and police surveillance affected public life, while émigré networks circulated political and artistic ideas. Gautier’s framing reflects how Wagner’s aesthetics were inseparable from broader debates about society, authority, and cultural renewal.

paragraphs

Paris remained a crucial, contested arena for Wagner and for Gautier’s French readership. Wagner attempted to establish himself there, culminating in the 1861 Paris production of “Tannhäuser” at the Opéra, which met organized opposition and was withdrawn after three performances. The episode illustrates the power of elite audience factions, the conventions of the Opéra’s ballet placement, and Franco-German cultural rivalries that intensified in the 1860s. Gautier, writing within a French context attentive to theater politics, could use such events to explain the reception of Wagner’s “poetical work” as shaped by institutions as much as by musical innovation.

paragraphs','From the 1860s, Wagner’s fortunes changed through royal patronage and the consolidation of German power. King Ludwig II of Bavaria became Wagner’s principal supporter from 1864, enabling the completion and staging of “Tristan und Isolde” (Munich, 1865) and “Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg” (Munich, 1868). In 1871 Germany unified under Prussian leadership, and the Franco-Prussian War (1870–71) sharpened nationalist sentiments and cultural competition. Gautier’s perspective must be situated in a France processing defeat and regime change, where interpretations of Wagner often carried implications about modernity, nation, and artistic authority.' , 
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It was under rather peculiar circumstances that the name of Wagner was mentioned in my presence, for the first time, the evening of the first representation of Tanhäuser[1] in Paris. I had left school the day before on a vacation, and if this great combat in regard to Tänhauser had been mentioned in my hearing, I, at least, remembered nothing of it. I was accidentally crossing the Passage de l'Opéra with my father, the evening of this representation, during an entr'acte. The passage was crowded; a gentleman, who approached my father with a bow, stopped us. He was rather small, thin, with hollow cheeks and a prominent nose, a broad forehead and brilliant eyes. He began to speak of the representation, at which he had been present, with malignant intensity, and such a ferocious joy at seeing the confirmation of its failure, that, carried away by an involuntary sentiment, I suddenly emerged from the silence and reserve imposed upon one of my age, to cry with astonishing impertinence, "In hearing you, sir, it is easy to divine that a great work is in question, and that you speak of a brother-artist."

"Now, what has come over you, naughty child," said my father, wishing to reprove me, but quietly laughing to himself. "Who is it?" I asked, when the gentleman had left us. "That was Hector Berlioz[2]."

I have never forgotten this incident, and I have seemed later to see in this sudden movement of anger, which roused my young conscience to indignation in so singular a manner, a sort of presentiment—something which premonished me that one day I should become a passionate admirer of this artist, whose name I now heard for the first time.

It seems evident that, at the moment when a new genius reveals itself, a little group of chosen mortals springs to life, called to form about him a devoted company to defend him, to console him for all but universal hatred, to sustain him in his agonies, all the while upholding the divinity of his inspirations. It was doubtless my vocation to become a disciple of this new hero, to understand and believe in him, for I was influenced by no one. One day chance placed in my hands the score of the Flying Dutchman. My music teacher, who hired music at Flaxland's, had taken this volume, among others, without knowing its contents, and left it with me until the next lesson, as it was inconveniently burdensome. I had profited little by my lessons, and was a most indifferent pianist; notwithstanding which, after having deciphered in the most incomplete and crude manner this unknown score, I was entirely overcome, and in spite of my numberless mistakes, the grandeur and meaning of this music were revealed to me by a sort of intuition. I could not be persuaded to leave the piano; I became infatuated, and my friends tried in vain to get the score out of my hands. From this moment Richard Wagner had one more faithful disciple[1q].

When, in 1868, I wrote several articles upon his works, I had still a very imperfect knowledge of them from more or less satisfactory executions upon the piano and desultory fragments heard at the popular concerts. I was much alarmed at my own audacity, after having addressed these articles to Wagner, then at Lucerne[3], accompanied by a letter, begging him to aid me kindly with his advice for their correction and completion. I hoped and waited for an answer with extreme anxiety: would it come? I could not believe it, and yet I could think of nothing else. I could hardly sleep, and as each morning passed, and the messenger brought nothing, my heart filled with anguish. One day, however, I spied the Lucerne postmark upon an envelope addressed in an unknown hand, which I immediately recognized as remarkable.

I held this letter a long time between my fingers before opening it[2q]. I experienced a strange emotion—a sort of fear. How had I dared, with my heedlessness, characteristically French, to write, confiding alone in my instinct, upon the works of this artist, for whom I felt already such an enthusiasm that I could only imagine him as existing, after the manner of the gods, upon an inaccessible Olympus. Was this letter really from him? I opened it at last, four pages of elegant handwriting, very legible, and at the last line the magic signature. The letter began thus
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