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            Prologue

         

         Berlin, January 2022. The final run of performances of Stefan Herheim’s new production of The Ring of the Nibelung for the Deutsche Oper has coincided with the peak in cases of Omicron, the latest variant of COVID-19. The new government of Chancellor Olaf Scholz has tightened the restrictions on theatres, as on everything else. In order to gain admission to the building, audience members must produce four separate documents: proof of double vaccination, evidence of a negative test taken within the last twenty-four hours, a passport or other proof of identity, and finally the ticket. All these documents are checked with admirable efficiency and the daily routine of taking COVID tests, checking the results, gaining entry to the theatre, depositing coats and buying a programme quickly becomes familiar. The FFP2 masks mandatory throughout the evening have an angular profile that gives audience members a curiously bird-like appearance, as though we are white-beaked versions of Wotan’s ravens.

         Despite the obstacles placed in the way of taking a seat, barely any are empty: indeed, the difficulty of gaining admission has if anything heightened the occasion’s intensity, creating a sense of pilgrimage. Quiet camaraderie develops between audience members, born of shared appreciation of the Deutsche Oper’s colossal achievement in mounting a production of this complexity during a pandemic. Born, too, of the long periods of time we spend in close proximity to one another, very unusual at the moment: we are in our seats for two and a half hours for Das Rheingold, and in the theatre for well over six hours for Siegfried and Götterdämmerung. The orchestral players feel xiilike old friends by the fourth night, particularly the chatty double-bass section ranged across the middle of the pit.

         One spectator in the front row of the stalls has a teddy bear discreetly placed as a mascot, while another enters the auditorium in a horned helmet and brightly coloured trousers, and banters with the players in the intervals. Such exuberance, however, is the exception. Most audience members spend the intervals chatting quietly or studying programmes, libretti or musical guides, and dress in subdued colours that tone well with the dark wood and the black and beige fabrics of the Deutsche Oper’s elegantly minimalist foyers. In a stunning coup de théâtre, the curtain opens at the start of Götterdämmerung to an exact replica of one of those areas, complete with the familiar paper lanterns and Wagner-inspired wall sculpture, as if to implicate the audience in the horrific events that are about to unfold.

         The cast is an intriguing mix of seasoned Wagnerians and newcomers. Clay Hilley, a physically imposing Heldentenor from Athens, Georgia, who has not quite turned forty, is playing his first Siegfried: there are approving murmurs in the intervals that he may become the Siegfried of his generation, such is his command of the role. At the other end of the spectrum, Brünnhilde is played by Nina Stemme, a fifty-eight-year-old Swedish soprano who has performed this part all around the world for the last decade and a half. If there are occasional hints that her voice has lost some of its bloom, then such concerns pale into insignificance in the face of her evident command of every bar of the score, her superb acting and the profound humanity she brings to her interpretation. The conducting is in the safe hands of Sir Donald Runnicles, the Deutsche Oper’s Scottish music director and a veteran of several Rings both here and in San Francisco. The orchestra sounds magnificent, the brass section resplendent. xiii

         A few critics have objected to the production’s repeated reminders that we are in a theatre watching a drama, to the presence on stage of invented characters or those who are not supposed to be in the scene concerned, and in particular to the frequent appearance of a crowd of extras, with a propensity to strip to their underwear at the slightest provocation. To my mind – and it seems that I am among an overwhelming majority, judging from the rapturous reception at the curtain calls for Götterdämmerung, during which the hundred and more orchestral players join the cast and Runnicles on stage to accept the applause – these supposedly controversial interventions are justified interpretive decisions within an utterly compelling production. The motivations and movements of every character – not just principals, but non-singing supernumeraries too – are realised with great detail, while each drama’s big moments are clearly articulated with dazzling visual effects, giving the staging a multi-layered richness comparable to that found in Wagner’s score.

         The production is full of incidents that draw attention to its own theatricality. Alberich paints his face at the start of Rhein gold with a crudely drawn clown’s mask; Hagen is portrayed in Götterdämmerung as a theatre director who adjusts the movements of the other characters – at one point he joins the audience to watch, replacing a COVID-masked Waltraute in the front row of the stalls. On the night I see Rheingold, the singer due to play Loge is indisposed, so an understudy sings from the wings while a female stage manager acts the part – or rather dances it, such are the energy and ebullience she brings to the fire-god’s pantomimic gestures. There are welcome touches of humour, even at some of the darkest moments of the story. The hunting party who join Hagen as he prepares to kill Siegfried in the final act of Götterdämmerung dine on pretzels, the main form of sustenance available in this as in other German theatres; I get through quite xiva few myself over the course of the week, even if I can’t afford the house champagne with which the hunters wash them down.

         The production was conceived long before COVID, but some of its themes have particular resonance at the moment. At the centre of the stage is a grand piano, used not only as a setting for significant moments in the action (Brünnhilde is placed inside it by Wotan at the end of Die Walküre, and turns it into her own funeral pyre at the end of Götterdämmerung), but also as an instrument on which different characters mime a keyboard reduction of the music played by the orchestra. Musical objects appear frequently as props: the gold is revealed to Alberich at the start of Das Rheingold in the form of a Wagner tuba; the dragon in Siegfried speaks through the bell of a vast brass instrument; the printed scores of the dramas feature prominently on stage. To spectators who have been deprived of live performance for much of the last two years, these reminders that The Ring is, among other things, a musical performance feel heartening rather than gimmicky. Another prominent visual theme of the production – the battered suitcases brought on to the stage by a group of travellers at the start of Das Rheingold and subsequently used to represent everything from Valhalla to the huge dragon killed by Siegfried – also feels particularly relevant right now. The suitcases remind us not only of the barriers to travel that COVID has imposed, but also – this was Herheim’s original intention – of the increasing numbers of people seeking refuge from political conflict and environmental catastrophe.

         This feels like a peculiar time to be experiencing The Ring – but then, perhaps any occasion on which The Ring is performed is by definition peculiar, since everything the work demands is anti-thetical to the routine and everyday.xv

         
            * * *

         

         The Ring is many things: the practical realisation of a revolutionary theory of how musical theatre should be constructed; a compendium of brilliant orchestral sounds; a monumental physical and psychological challenge for singers; for some, a philosophical meditation or a political tract. But it is also, perhaps above all, a supreme piece of storytelling, created by a man who was, alongside Charles Dickens, Victor Hugo and Leo Tolstoy, one of the nineteenth century’s greatest storytellers. Like Bleak House, Les Misérables and War and Peace, The Ring is a story not only from the nineteenth century, but also about it. Despite the non-naturalistic setting, Wagner’s gods and giants, heroes and dwarves, Valkyries and Rhinemaidens play out the ambitions and insecurities of the nineteenth century – just as clearly as the soldiers and businessmen, working girls and wives of Wagner’s novelist contemporaries.

         But the theatrical nature of The Ring – the fact that it only truly exists when played out in a real theatre with live audiences – means that it is also, inescapably, a story of the time in which it is performed, absorbing and reflecting the preoccupations of its directors and audiences. In ‘Gilded Age’ New York, The Ring’s spectacular US premiere at the city’s newly founded Metropolitan Opera was a story of American cultural bravado. In turn-of-the-century Vienna, Gustav Mahler and the Secessionist painter Alfred Roller conceived a startling production that told of the era’s overturning of old certainties. In 1950s Bayreuth, audiences traumatised by the still-recent experience of Nazism witnessed the efforts of Wagner’s grandson Wieland to purify The Ring of the noxious associations that had become attached to it. On each of these occasions, interpreters and audiences together created a set of meanings that made xviThe Ring relevant to their own preoccupations, just as they do now in COVID-stricken Berlin. After a century and a half of retellings, this nineteenth-century story has lost none of its power to speak to new audiences of contemporary concerns.

         The stories that Wagner told in The Ring and those that others have told through it weave their way through this book, intertwined with another that is at its core: that of Wagner himself. If The Ring is a great nineteenth-century story, then so too is the story of how Wagner brought it into being. The ways in which he conceived and researched, moulded and shaped, wrote and composed, funded and produced his most ambitious work are the product not only of his extraordinary characteristics as an individual, but also of the social conditions and historical situation in which he found himself. The endeavour is phenomenal: the number of words that flowed from Wagner’s pen, together with a similar outpouring of notes, testify to an almost superhuman capacity for hard work. Whatever one thinks of Wagner’s music or personal character, his sheer industry surely arouses admiration, however grudging. Admiration, however, by no means implies ignoring Wagner’s often repellent political views, particularly but not exclusively on the subjects of Jews and Jewishness, nor the appalling uses to which his work has been put, particularly but not exclusively by Hitler and the Nazis – and these aspects of The Ring and its reception will not be overlooked here.

         Like the story of The Ring itself, the story of how it was created is not straightforwardly linear and cannot plausibly be reduced to an easily digestible plot summary. This book, therefore, like The Ring itself, includes digressions, excursions, anticipations, flashbacks, and reinterpretations of previous actions in the light of present experience. By contrast with The Ring, however, this story features in Wagner a protagonist whose identity remains the xviisame throughout, even if his outlook and personal circumstances change beyond all recognition.

         Of course there is no single, correct way in which to relate this complex narrative. A hundred different writers would arrange the facts of Wagner’s story in a hundred different ways, and this book makes no claim to greater authority than any other telling of the story. Nor does it presume to offer a comprehensive musical analysis or philosophical interpretation, though it will touch on both those methods of approaching the work. The last word on The Ring will never be written, and having the last word is the last thing that this relatively short account of a long and complicated story aspires to do. I hope, however, that it will be welcomed by some readers and opera-goers as a first word: as a way in to this imposing work for those figuring out how – or indeed whether – to approach it.

         The Ring can be one of the most overwhelming events that live theatre has to offer, particularly when its four parts are seen in quick succession, as Wagner intended. It is also a story whose meaning seems to become richer with successive generations, as it draws in the fresh and sometimes contradictory insights of new interpreters. For these and other reasons, engaging with The Ring, whether in the opera house or at home, is a necessarily intense experience. Although there is no shortage of secondary literature to guide the listener, the length and complexity of many of the available books can often add to rather than assuage the newcomer’s sense of bewilderment. By telling the story of how The Ring came into being, and of why it takes the form it does, I hope to explain why it fascinates and obsesses so many of its audiences – and ultimately, why it matters. xviii

         
            * * *

         

         A few words about the book’s organisation. I do not attempt to give a blow-by-blow account of the action and music of each of The Ring’s dramas, both because to do so at all adequately would occupy more pages than I am able to allot, and also because this has been done very well in other books and audio sources, many of which are listed in my ‘Further reading, viewing and listening’ section. The stories of each drama will instead emerge gradually and non-sequentially across the course of my seven chapters. However, those readers who wish to be told or reminded of the events of each drama in the order that Wagner presents them will find synopses at the back of the book. The Chronology is similarly intended as a quick reference point as readers move through the story of The Ring’s creation, a story that – for reasons that I hope become clear as the book proceeds – I do not tell in strict chronological order.

         I have tried to keep quotations to a minimum, for several reasons. Wagner and many of his associates were so verbose that had I quoted them to any significant extent, my word count would rapidly have disappeared without me getting a word in. And when it comes to secondary reading, so many insightful interpretations of The Ring have been published that to offer even a superficial account of the range of views would have required a book many times the length of this one. Those quotations I have used are mostly from Wagner’s autobiography (Mein Leben), prose works and correspondence, and from Cosima Wagner’s diaries, except in the last couple of chapters where a wider range of sources becomes indispensable. Translations of extracts from the libretti of The Ring are my own, though naturally informed by the several excellent versions I have read, which are also listed at the back of the book. I have supplied references for all the direct quotations I have used, for the benefit of those who wish to read the passages xixI have cited in their original context. I have made no attempt, however, to give sources for all the pieces of information I present: so many of them crop up in multiple locations, often with a slightly different spin, that to attempt anything comprehensive in the way of referencing would have produced a ‘Notes’ section that was unwieldy without being helpful. The sheer amount of information available on Wagner can make the discovery of The Ring a daunting process, but it can – should – also be an exhilarating one. Wherever readers of this book begin and end their own journey with this huge and endlessly fascinating work, I hope they will enjoy it as much as I have.
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            Wagner’s story

            Kapellmeister and revolutionary

         

         Dresden, 2 March 1846. Wilhelm Richard Wagner, the thirty-two-year-old Royal Kapellmeister of Saxony, addresses a letter to Wolf Adolf August von Lüttichau, long-standing director of the Dresden Court Theatre. It concerns the orchestra for which Wagner is responsible, and which plays for opera performances in the city; since 1841 these have taken place in the magnificent new house designed by Gottfried Semper. Wagner laments that during the three years of his tenure, he has achieved only a limited amount. This is not through laziness – Dresden has witnessed the premieres of three of his own operas, Rienzi, The Flying Dutchman and Tannhäuser, during the last four years, so he can scarcely be accused of that. However, he could achieve much more were it not for the structural constraints that prevent him from developing the orchestra as he wishes: its interests are always trumped by those of the theatre, and singers swallow up a large proportion of the available cash. In an attempt to improve the situation, the Kapellmeister has spent three months drafting (and redrafting) a report that he now has the privilege to enclose for Lüttichau’s consideration.

         The report is long – some fifteen thousand words, plus tables of actual and projected expenditure – and very detailed: it deals not just with the abilities of individual players but with matters as practical as the design of chairs and music stands and the shape of the orchestral pit. Its message, however, is simple: unless the membership, schedule, working conditions and remuneration 2of the orchestra are thoroughly overhauled, it will fall into irreversible decline. Too much is expected of exhausted and underpaid musicians, but with only a modest increase in the salary bill (3,050 thalers added to the current annual expenditure of 28,000) standards could be transformed, if the rest of Wagner’s proposals were also adopted. He concludes his letter with an offer: should his comments on the orchestra suggest his organisational advice might be helpful, he would be honoured to turn his attention to the larger and infinitely more complex organism that is the opera company.

         Since the era of Carl Maria von Weber – Royal Kapellmeister from 1817 until his untimely death in 1826, and an occasional visitor to the home of Wagner’s twice-widowed mother, Johanna – Dresden has been a renowned centre for opera. Wagner reveres Weber’s Der Freischütz, not just for its exhilarating score but as a premonition of what German opera could become; Weber’s widow, Caroline, helped to convince Wagner to accept the post as Kapellmeister, calling him the only worthy successor to her husband. Given his enormous debts and the hardships he had suffered over the preceding three years in Paris, why was he reluctant to accept such a prestigious position? It offered him a steady income and opportunities to have his operas performed, benefits conspicuously lacking in his career to date. Admittedly, he was not offered the top job straight away: first he was sounded out for junior posts, vacant since the deaths of Joseph Rastrelli and Francesco Morlacchi, but he declined both in quick succession, piqued perhaps by the requirement to serve a probation period, and by the posts’ inferiority of status and salary to that of Carl Gottlieb Reissiger, Weber’s long-standing successor, of whose abilities and work ethic Wagner holds a poor opinion. Only in February 1843, when he was offered a new position as Royal Court Kapellmeister 3for life, with a rank equal to Reissiger’s and an improved salary of 1,500 thalers, did Wagner feel compelled to accept, though he remains unhappy at the lack of authority the post confers. On important occasions or when conducting services at the Court Chapel, he has to wear (and pay for) a silver-embroidered blue uniform with a lyre on the collar – a requirement with a whiff of servant status, of Haydn at Eszterháza, difficult for the fiercely independent Wagner to bear.

         Reissiger is not the only Dresden colleague for whom Wagner has limited respect. The recipient of his letter, Lüttichau, has been in post since 1824: a former forestry administrator approaching sixty, he seems to have been appointed so that he can serve King Friedrich August II as a privy counsellor and gentleman of the bedchamber, rather than because of any enthusiasm for the theatre. Despite Lüttichau’s role in securing his own appointment, Wagner treats him with contempt, missing meetings without explanation. The king himself, in his mid-forties when Wagner is appointed, has largely abandoned the liberal tendencies he displayed when he became co-regent in 1830: he now resists calls for greater civil rights and a united Germany and replaces liberal ministers with conservatives. Though he is intelligent and cultured, and aware of the exceptional qualities of his fiery new Kapellmeister, he does not concern himself closely with the theatre, and meets Wagner only four times during his six years of service.

         Wagner must have hoped that the king himself would consider his report into the state of his orchestra: it includes proposals – for a new concert series, and the replacement of Dresden’s old opera house with a new concert hall – that could proceed only with royal approval. Whether or not the report reaches the king’s desk, it is more than a year before Wagner receives a response – and then the document is dismissed without explanation. Undeterred by 4this lack of support – or sufficiently bloody-minded to carry on regardless – he proceeds, uninvited, to the more ambitious proposal hinted at in the first scheme’s final paragraph. On 11 May 1848, Wagner submits a ‘Plan for the Organisation of a German National Theatre for the Kingdom of Saxony’. This time the covering letter is addressed to Martin Oberländer, Minister of the Interior, and includes a request for an hour-long meeting in which Wagner will present his plan to Oberländer and the Minister for Public Worship and Instruction, the Bavarian-born Baron Ludwig von der Pfordten. Oberländer has only been in office a couple of months, as part of Friedrich August’s so-called ‘March ministry’, hastily installed in response to the uprisings that convulsed Germany after the February Revolution in Paris and the abdication of Louis-Philippe. It is unlikely that theatre reform is at the top of his agenda.

         Like Wagner’s earlier plan, this document delves into the composition and salary structure of the orchestra. This time, the Kapellmeister argues that better results could be achieved even while reducing the wage bill: noting that annual orchestral costs regularly exceed the 40,000 thalers allocated from the Civil List, he proposes increasing the number of salaried players but reducing the number of occasions on which they play and eliminating the use of poor-quality extras. Maintaining a stable group of players will improve the outcome – good wind intonation, for example, will be easier to achieve – but will require a number of other changes that Wagner argues will be beneficial in themselves. The use of orchestral players in church services will be phased out: the imbalance of forces between a large orchestra and a smaller choir is musically unsatisfactory, and the presence of instrumentalists distracts worshippers and encourages composers to displays of virtuosity unbecoming in a devotional context. Orchestral players will no longer 5be routinely required to play between the acts of spoken dramas – no one listens to them anyway – though high-quality incidental music such as Beethoven’s score for Goethe’s Egmont will naturally still be performed. Overall there will be fewer performances, which Wagner believes can be managed without reducing total box-office income: opening every night leads to the theatre being undervalued and regarded as a place merely for entertainment, rather than instruction and enlightenment.

         Striking though these proposals are, this time the plan goes far beyond the orchestra. Wagner hopes to establish both a stage school offering aspiring actors a three-year training programme, thus raising the status of the profession, and a conservatoire for musicians, which will absorb the institution recently established in Leipzig by Mendelssohn. Leipzig will be compensated for the loss of its conservatoire by the establishment of a satellite branch of the national theatre – it will be the only city in Saxony other than Dresden with such an institution. Choristers will be selected and trained to work specifically in churches or theatres, depending on their abilities and the nature of their voices. A union of poets and theatre composers will be established, with opportunities for regular hearings of their work, privileged access to the theatre and representation in its governance; this union, alongside the orchestral musicians, will elect the music director. Most controversially, the budget for the theatre and its associated institutions will be transferred from the Civil List to the State, making it directly accountable to the State Assembly and marginalising the current administration. Though Wagner emphasises that the king remains at the pinnacle of this imagined theatrical edifice, in this febrile political climate – only a week after Wagner’s letter, the German National Assembly meets for the first time in Frankfurt – to propose such radical upheaval is fatal to his chances of success. 6

         Wagner secures his meeting, and some apparent signs of interest from Oberländer, but once the minister shares the document more widely, contemptuous comments proliferate in the margins. Lüttichau, now approaching a quarter-century in post, can hardly be expected to be supportive, given Wagner’s pointed references to courtiers responsible only to the monarch, and appointed with no knowledge of the theatre. And the hint that Reissiger should be shunted aside to concentrate on church music, giving free rein to a music director with an enhanced remit, does nothing to dispel the impression that Wagner is intent on a power grab. Although his convictions are clear – theatre has a moral purpose, and organisational change is essential if that purpose is to be realised – his political acumen is currently less developed. The Kapellmeister has overplayed his hand, and this failure marks the effective end of his attempts to give Dresden the theatre he believes Germany needs. Henceforth, according to the preface to the published version of the plan that eventually appears in 1871, Wagner chooses ‘to league [himself] with Chaos, rather than with the Established’.1

         Reckless, self-serving, treacherous, spendthrift – these and other uncomplimentary epithets are regularly thrown at the young Wagner, both by his contemporaries and by subsequent commentators, and with good reason. But the detail and reasoned argument found in these two plans (today they would be called ‘strategic’) show that he can also on occasion be measured, shrewd, practical, public-minded, and even financially prudent – at least in theory, with theoretical money. He will need all these qualities decades later, to ensure that The Ring succeeds not just as a score and libretto but also as a practical project. 7

         
            * * *

         

         The theatrical utopia that Wagner envisages for Dresden could not have been more different from the operatic chaos he endured in Magdeburg twelve years earlier at the premiere of Das Liebesverbot, the first of his works to be staged. Wagner was offered the theatre’s music directorship in summer 1834: it was a good position for a twenty-one-year-old, and certainly a step up from his previous job as chorus master at Würzburg, but he was reluctant to commit himself, just as he would be in Dresden. His visit to Bad Lauchstädt, where the company was presenting a summer season, confirmed his fears: he found its director, Heinrich Bethmann, in squalid circumstances, and the company manager despairing of being able to persuade the local bandsmen to put in the rehearsal time required for Don Giovanni. Wagner resolved to refuse the appointment and return to Leipzig, but before he could act on this decision, a friend from Würzburg took him to see some lodgings also occupied by the company’s leading actress, Minna Planer, whom he described to Wagner as the prettiest and nicest girl in town. Wagner’s first encounter with Minna overcame his antipathy to the company and he instantly decided to accept both position and lodgings.

         Despite never having conducted an opera, or anything other than a few short pieces of his own, Wagner performed creditably in Don Giovanni, and grew rapidly in confidence when he returned with the company to Magdeburg for the winter season. Both his fortunes and those of the constantly impoverished troupe improved markedly the following year when Bethmann secured new funding from the King of Prussia. Previously a Prussian-controlled Duchy, Magdeburg had been the capital of the Prussian Province of Saxony since the 1815 Congress of Vienna carved up the German lands in the wake of the Napoleonic Wars. Friedrich Wilhelm III’s affection for the impresario’s late wife, a celebrated actress at the Berlin Court Theatre, persuaded him to overlook Bethmann’s 8shortcomings. Wagner was given a salary increase and licence to travel round Germany in search of singers whose reputation would justify the king’s support. He secured some guest appearances from the star soprano Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient, whose inspirational effect on the adolescent Wagner is memorably if somewhat inaccurately conveyed in his autobiography Mein Leben.

         Meanwhile, Wagner had fallen desperately in love with Minna. She was four years older than him, and considerably more worldly: at fifteen she had been seduced and abandoned by an army officer and had subsequently given birth to his daughter, Natalie, whom she passed off as her sister. Minna was by no means unresponsive to Wagner’s advances, but nor was she willing to give up her other suitors. Wagner’s letters from this period reveal a jealousy that only intensified in November 1835 when Minna accepted a role in Berlin. He pleaded with her to return to Magdeburg and marry him; she reluctantly rejoined Bethmann’s company, but soon left for an engagement in Königsberg, the remote Prussian ‘coronation city’ on the Baltic Sea. In May 1836, abandoning his hopes of a post in Berlin, Wagner followed her, and it was in Königsberg, that November, that the couple formalised their tempestuous relationship.

         Minna and Richard were surely aware of each other’s short-comings as life partners by the time of their marriage, but the faultlines became increasingly obvious through the quarter of a century during which they continued, on and off, to live with each other. However, during his time in Magdeburg Wagner saw in Minna, whatever she thought of him, the possibility of an all-consuming, all-fulfilling love, physical and spiritual – an ideal he continued to nurture, both personally and artistically, for the rest of his life, and which informed his work on his second completed opera, whose title literally translates as ‘the ban on love’. Wagner 9derived his libretto from Measure for Measure: he transposes Shakespeare’s action from Vienna to Palermo, but gives his hypocritical governor the German name Friedrich, as if to contrast Teutonic repressiveness with unbridled Sicilian sensuality.

         Though it was premiered in Magdeburg, Das Liebesverbot was conceived in Leipzig, the city where Wagner was born, and to which he returned as an adolescent, having moved to Dresden as a baby after the death of his father, when his mother quickly married the actor-playwright Ludwig Geyer. At seventeen, Wagner was caught up in the rioting that swept Leipzig in the wake of the July 1830 uprising in Paris, and excitedly proclaimed himself a revolutionary. The possibility of regime change was quickly averted: the newly appointed co-regent Friedrich August introduced a constitution and other liberal measures, earning the approval of Wagner, who composed a ‘political overture’ including a theme labelled ‘Friedrich and Freedom’. This is perhaps the very first instance in Wagner’s music of what later became known as a leitmotif: a short musical theme linked to an idea, character or object in the drama.

         If the threat of a revolutionary uprising quickly dissipated, the new thinking that accompanied it was not so easily suppressed: Leipzig was one of the centres of the ‘Young Germany’ movement that argued for political and social change, and Wagner became close to several of its leading figures, including his schoolfriend Theodor Apel and the writer Heinrich Laube. Although Wagner rejected Laube’s suggestion that he should set his libretto about the Polish freedom fighter Tadeusz Kósciuszko, the writer’s advocacy of free love and the overthrow of bourgeois values, as expounded in the novel Das junge Europa, profoundly influenced the composer’s own libretto for Das Liebesverbot.

         This was in fact Wagner’s third attempt at an opera, but neither of the others had reached the stage: he destroyed the unfinished 10score of Die Hochzeit after some harsh criticism from his sister Rosalie, by then a well-known actress and singer, and his efforts to get Die Feen performed in Leipzig had failed. He pinned all his hopes on Das Liebesverbot’s Magdeburg premiere, but it was dogged by misfortune.

         By the time Wagner completed the score, Bethmann had once again run out of money; singers were resigning to take more secure jobs elsewhere; only ten days’ rehearsal time could be spared for this long and complex work with numerous ensembles. Two performances were scheduled: at the first, for which the company would take the proceeds, many of the singers, particularly the men, forgot their parts, and because the theatre failed to produce a libretto, none of the audience knew what was supposed to be happening. The second performance, intended to benefit Wagner himself, fared even worse: a fight broke out backstage among the cast – prompted by sexual jealousy, appropriately enough – and the manager informed the small audience that the show was cancelled. These events are related in Mein Leben in a tone of self-deprecating humour that is – perhaps unfairly – not generally associated with Wagner. But this does not disguise the painful nature of the experience.

         From the castanet solo that begins the overture to the relentless, rumbustious Rossini crescendos that conclude each act, there is scarcely a bar in Das Liebesverbot that sounds anything like the mature Wagner. But taken on its own terms, it is tremendous fun, and its melodic inventiveness and madcap shifts of tone prove beyond doubt that Wagner could have enjoyed a successful career as a composer of operetta – something that could hardly be further from his subsequent intentions. But if the musical impact of Das Liebesverbot on Wagner’s later work was negligible, his subsequent career as theatrical reformer and his determination to secure the 11best conditions for the creation of future operas, particularly his own, owe much to its catastrophic premiere.

         
            * * *

         

         Once his second proposal for reform is rejected, the Kapellmeister turns away from organisational structures and salary bills and back to history and myth. He retains his belief in his vision – of a musical theatre characterised by artistic excellence and moral integrity – even if he cannot realise it in the Dresden of 1848, with its government seized by fear of revolution. Wagner revisits ideas for scenarios that he had previously set aside. Underpinning this search for a subject is the realisation that whatever the merits of his operas to date, and despite the variable success they have achieved, neither their stories nor their heroes any longer convince him. The scenarios Wagner drafts in the next few months vary widely in the nature and cultural origins of their sources and in the manner and extent to which he develops them, but they all feature a powerful hero who redeems not only himself but also the whole of mankind.

         Friedrich Barbarossa (or ‘Rotbart’; both sobriquets mean ‘red beard’) is the first hero to whom Wagner turns – or rather returns, since he had sketched out a five-act drama about the twelfth-century emperor two years earlier. Barbarossa’s appeal is obvious: King of Germany for almost forty years, King of Italy and Holy Roman Emperor for thirty-five, he is famous for military success in the Crusades and his Italian campaigns, for his political acumen in drawing together a Germany of more than 1,600 states, and for his dealings with successive Popes. Such is his legendary status that stories circulate about his supernatural powers: like Britain’s King Arthur, he is often represented as not dead but asleep with his knights – in the Kyffhäuser mountains, waiting to restore 12Germany to its former greatness. In 1846, when Wagner first conceived Friedrich I, his hero’s first name must have seemed doubly auspicious, given that the composer served Friedrich August as Kapellmeister and hoped for the patronage of Friedrich Wilhelm IV of Prussia; by 1848, his faith in these fallible present-day monarchs has evaporated, but not his interest in their heroic medieval namesake. Barbarossa now becomes a vehicle for expressing his own political aspirations; to the historical scenarios set out in 1846, Wagner adds a speech in which Barbarossa vows to act in the interests of all his people – like the democratic, ‘republican’ monarch for whom Wagner yearns. But despite Barbarossa’s promising credentials as a hero, there remains the problem of Wagner’s waning interest in historical drama itself.

         Wagner develops the Barbarossa scenario no further, but the emperor occupies a crucial place in another piece of writing from around this time, ‘The Wibelungs: World History from Legend’. Wagner considers this sufficiently important to publish in 1850 as a pamphlet and to include many years later in his collected works. The exact chronology of its composition continues to preoccupy Wagner scholars – and a letter to Theodor Uhlig indicates that he was reworking the piece ‘in a whole variety of new ways’2 as late as September 1849, some months after the Dresden uprising and his escape to Zurich – but the published version is headed ‘Summer 1848’, suggesting that it is at least begun by this point.

         ‘The Wibelungs’ is not a plan for a drama but an essay: ambitious, wide-ranging and decidedly heavy-going. It draws together royal dynasties and ruling classes from around the world and from the birth of civilisation onwards – from India to Troy, from Caesars to Popes; it considers their relationships to one another and how they used mythology to support their claims to authority. Most important for Wagner is the dynasty of Frankish kings, of 13whom Charlemagne is the most distinguished, and from which Barbarossa traces his lineage. Wagner argues that the myth of the Nibelung hoard – the gold that confers absolute power on whoever possesses it – is crucial to the Frankish royal family, and that the weaker the dynastic claims of the ‘Kaisers’ who succeeded Charlemagne became, the more insistently they asserted their ownership of the symbolic hoard. For the purposes of ‘The Wibelungs’ (it will be different in The Ring), possession of the hoard de facto confers Nibelung identity.

         Even the essay’s bizarre title is an attempt to drive home the connection between the Frankish dynasty and the potent myth of the Nibelungs: noting that the Hohenstaufen family to which Barbarossa belonged were also known in Italy as ‘Ghibellines’ and in Upper Germany as ‘Wibelingen’, Wagner asserts the identity of this name with that found in the myth (‘if the change of the initial letter N to W could be accounted for’), ridiculing the conventional wisdom that the name stemmed from the ‘wholly indifferent hamlet’ of Waiblingen.3 Ultimately more important than this tortuous etymological sleight of hand, however, is the identity between dynasty and myth that Wagner himself creates in his essay’s concluding panegyric to Barbarossa, whom he imagines sitting in a cave like that in which Siegfried slew the dragon, surrounded by Nibelung treasure. Wagner never writes his Barbarossa opera, but far from abandoning Friedrich, he subsumes him into his fast-developing idea of Siegfried, legendary conqueror of the Nibelung hoard.

         Wagner’s ideas develop fast. On 4 October 1848, he completes a prose treatment originally entitled ‘Die Nibelungensaga’, though it is known to posterity by the rather more unwieldy title under which Wagner publishes it: ‘The Nibelung Myth as Sketch for a Drama’. By contrast with the sprawling ‘Wibelung’ essay, 14this treatment is focused and – at least by Wagner’s standards – succinct. Here, as in The Ring, the Nibelungs, led by Alberich, are synonymous with the occupants of Nibelheim, a land of ‘gloomy subterranean clefts and caverns’; in this telling, gaining possession of the hoard does not make Siegfried, or any other conqueror, into a Nibelung. Most of the story is told in summary, without dialogue: only from the point when Brünnhilde enters the Hall of the Gibichungs and sees her ring on Siegfried’s finger does Wagner resort to direct speech. There are numerous differences from the version of the story that Wagner eventually sets down in his libretti – and some of these are important – but it is recognisably the same narrative, containing most of the major characters of The Ring (though not Loge, Erda or the Norns), and Wagner tells it with a conviction and brio that make its operatic potential clear.

         A few weeks later, in late November, Wagner completes a libretto entitled Siegfrieds Tod (The Death of Siegfried). All the singing characters in Götterdämmerung – Gunther, Gutrune; Hagen, Alberich; Siegfried, Brünnhilde; Norns, Rhinemaidens, vassals – are present here. The libretto’s bone structure, too – three acts preceded by a substantial two-part prologue, the first for the Norns and the second for Brünnhilde and Siegfried – is similar to that of the drama that eventually concludes The Ring, despite differences of detail. The scene for Brünnhilde that Wagner later refines into a poignant dialogue with a single Valkyrie sister, Waltraute, is represented here by a rather more matter-of-fact encounter with all eight Valkyries speaking together. A more important difference concerns the place of the gods. Even though they do not sing in Götterdämmerung, their importance is clear from the drama’s title: they feature as silent characters and are ultimately destroyed in the conflagration that envelops Valhalla. In Siegfrieds Tod, by contrast, 15the gods are conspicuous by their absence, though Wotan’s name is invoked by Siegfried, Brünnhilde and the chorus. It is not that Wagner does not realise their importance to his story: the mutual dependence of gods and heroes, Wotan and Siegfried, is clear in ‘The Wibelungs’ and the ‘Sketch for a Drama’, but he has not yet worked out how to integrate them within the same libretto, nor will he do so for some years. Although a slightly expanded version of Siegfrieds Tod follows in December, Wagner then abruptly abandons work on this story: he will not return to it until he has left Dresden for good.

         Meanwhile, during 1849, as life in Dresden becomes increasingly complex, Wagner continues to explore other stories, auditioning two other famous figures as potential heroes. A drama about Achilles – described in ‘The Wibelungs’ as ‘that foremost vanquisher of Troy’4 – appeals for a while: Wagner has a long-standing interest in Greek mythology and spends 1847 immersed in the Oresteia. Only fragmentary notes for the Achilles drama survive, but it is clear that Wagner regards Achilles, like Siegfried, as a man who supersedes the gods: refusing the offer of immortality made by his mother, Thetis, Achilles asserts himself as the man of the future. Wagner’s plans for a drama about Jesus progress rather further: in early 1849 he produces twenty-eight pages of prose that set out ideas for a five-act drama entitled Jesus of Nazareth. His interest in Jesus, like his attraction to Achilles, is adumbrated in ‘The Wibelungs’, where he argues that Wotan can be completely identified with the Christian God and that Siegfried and Christ are essentially the same figure.

         Jesus of Nazareth – the last creative project of his time in Dresden, according to his autobiography – is a curious document. It is not published until four years after his death, and the sequence in which its three sections appear in print may not 16reflect the order in which they were written. In the published edition, at any rate, the first part is a detailed synopsis in five acts of a drama that begins with Barabbas and Judas Iscariot plotting against Roman rule in Judaea, and ends with Peter, inspired by the Holy Spirit, proclaiming the message of the crucified Jesus to an enthusiastic crowd. The second and longest section is a commentary on Jesus’ teaching that articulates issues that resurface in The Ring, Tristan und Isolde and Parsifal: the conflict between mankind’s natural instinct to love and laws that shackle this impulse; the immorality of loveless marriages; the relationship between sex and death; the necessity of death as a sacrifice for the well-being of the community. The final part consists of verbatim quotations from Luther’s translation of the New Testament – the most heavily annotated book in the substantial private library that Wagner builds up in Dresden, and has to leave behind when he flees the city in haste. It is not clear how – or even whether – this rather disparate and unwieldy raw material will be turned into a libretto, let alone an opera, though Wagner produces eleven bars of music entitled ‘Christ in the nave’, and hints to Liszt in December that he is considering completing the work for a performance in Paris.

         In the end, Jesus of Nazareth, like Friedrich I and Achilles, remains one of those tantalising phantom operas that litter Wagner’s career, but the heroes who obsess him at this turning point of his life do not simply evaporate from his work. Barbarossa, Achilles and Jesus, for Wagner, are men of action who inspire revolutionary change in the real world; but they are also figures whose lives and deaths carry metaphysical significance. All of them leave their imprint on the character of Siegfried, whom Wagner ultimately chooses as the most suitable central character for the new music theatre he wants to create. Soon, once he is over the Swiss border, 17he will again take up the story of his chosen hero. But before that happens, the Kapellmeister himself plays the part of revolutionary activist, as Dresden is belatedly entangled in the upheavals sweeping Europe. Wagner’s role may only be peripheral, and over quite quickly, but the mark it leaves on The Ring is indelible.

         
            * * *

         

         Wagner’s desire to portray revolutionary leaders in his dramas is not new. It was his stirring depiction of Cola di Rienzo – the fourteenth-century Roman who dramatically seized power from the aristocratic families who controlled the city – that established his reputation in Dresden almost overnight. His second operatic premiere, which took place at Gottfried Semper’s magnificent Court Theatre on 20 October 1842, could not have been more different from the Magdeburg debacle six years earlier. In Dresden the singers were well prepared and enthusiastic about their roles; rehearsals took place over months rather than days and the entire company was confident of success; the audience remained attentive despite being in their seats from six o’clock until after midnight, and applauded the composer ecstatically at the end of each act. Wagner wrote in his autobiography that this performance affected him in a way no subsequent rendition of any of his music could match, despite the dislike he came to feel for the work itself. The premiere transformed his material prospects, too: from barely having had enough money for food, he immediately became an obvious candidate for the vacancy that unexpectedly arose at the Court Theatre twenty-six days later with the death of the music director Joseph Rastrelli.

         Wagner had initially imagined Rienzi on a very different stage: that of the Paris Opéra. From the moment in 1837 when he read a German translation of Rienzi, the Last of the Roman Tribunes, by the 18English novelist and Whig MP Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Wagner realised the story’s potential to make a grand opéra like those currently taking Paris by storm. Works such as Daniel-François Auber’s La Muette de Portici, Fromental Halévy’s La Juive and Giacomo Meyerbeer’s Les Huguenots, all premiered within the last decade, traded on spectacular scenic effects, lavish ballet scenes, elaborate choruses and thrilling arias, and the Rienzi story offered ample opportunities for all those features.

         In August 1837, shortly after completing the first prose draft of Rienzi, Wagner moved to Riga – at that time capital of the Russian-controlled province of Livonia – to take up a post as the city’s music director; two years later, when his contract was not renewed, he persuaded Minna that they should make their way to Paris in the hope of securing a production of his new opera, whose first two acts were now complete. The journey was famously tortuous – in order to dodge their creditors, the couple took a boat from East Prussia to London, with an unplanned detour along the Norwegian coast that helped to inspire some of the astonishing music in The Flying Dutchman – but even before they reached Paris, Wagner had shown his work on Rienzi to Meyerbeer, whom he encountered in Boulogne. After this auspicious introduction to France, the three years that followed were a bitter disappointment. The optimism aroused by his meeting with Meyerbeer and by the letters of recommendation the older composer provided soon dissipated, as Henri Duponchel, the Opéra’s director, showed no interest in Wagner’s work. He eked out a living by writing articles for German newspapers and making vocal scores and arrangements from other composers’ operas; lack of income together with unwise accommodation choices left him invariably impecunious and at one point close to imprisonment for debt. 19

         Despite these tribulations, by late 1840 the orchestral score of Rienzi was complete; abandoning any hope of a production at the Opéra, Wagner resolved to try his luck in his childhood home. He petitioned King Friedrich August directly – but ironically it was Meyerbeer, whom he later unfairly blamed for his failure in Paris, who intervened decisively in March 1841 when he wrote to recommend Rienzi and its composer to Lüttichau. A year on – by which time Wagner had largely completed a further and very different opera, The Flying Dutchman – he was sufficiently confident of a production of Rienzi to return to Germany; from late April, supported by a small loan from his family, he based himself again in Dresden and devoted himself to ensuring the opera’s success.

         The rehearsal process was joyful, and helped Wagner establish good working relationships with a group of talented individuals who soon became close colleagues. The idol of his youth, Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient, took the role of Adriano, scion of the aristocratic Colonna family, who falls in love with Rienzi’s sister Irene: though Schröder-Devrient was displeased to be playing a trouser role rather than the heroine, and Wagner in turn began to realise her personal and professional shortcomings, their continuing mutual regard ensured a committed performance. The theatre’s principal tenor, Josef Tichatschek, was at the peak of his vocal powers and enthused by the herculean challenges of the title role: if his interpretation did not locate the ambiguities of Rienzi’s character quite as Wagner would have liked, his magnificent voice and unfailing energy were ample compensation. Tichatschek was delighted, too, by the silver armour and other sumptuous costumes created for him by Ferdinand Heine, whom Wagner had known since childhood among the circle of his stepfather, Ludwig Geyer. Rienzi made severe demands of 20the chorus, so it was fortunate that the chorus master Wilhelm Fischer was another ally, who had learned the opera thoroughly before Wagner’s arrival: the pair spent many hours before the premiere discussing what cuts could be made, but could never agree on which passages might be dispensed with. Wagner even found a way to get the best out of Reissiger, who was conducting, by bringing to each rehearsal fresh pages of a libretto he had offered to the older composer; Reissiger had complained that the libretti he had previously been obliged to deal with were not worthy of his talents, though he eventually became so suspicious of Wagner’s motives that he declined to set his work, in case it contained a trap intended to expose his deficiencies.

         Rienzi was a triumph: some smart appropriation of the tricks of Meyerbeerian grand opera and some glorious melodies, none more memorable than the theme of ‘Rienzi’s Prayer’ that snakes through the score from the overture to its final apotheosis in Act V, ensured its popularity with audiences. And it firmly consolidated its composer’s position in Dresden society: King Friedrich August attended the second performance; Wagner himself conducted the sixth to great acclaim; once he saw off an attempt to divide the opera into two parts, it became a mainstay of the Court Theatre’s repertoire.

         But Rienzi was also a dead end. By the time it reached the stage, Wagner had left behind the operatic model on which it was based. He was busy promoting the more forward-looking Flying Dutchman, which he described as a ‘dramatic ballad’ rather than a traditional ‘number opera’: its move towards greater continuity of sections and its daring choral and orchestral sonorities foreshadow his mature work much more clearly than does Rienzi. He had already drafted a scenario for Tannhäuser, whose source materials and themes are more closely aligned than those of Rienzi 21with his growing aspiration to create distinctively ‘German’ opera, even if he never brings his story of the minstrel-hero’s adventures to a form with which he is quite content. He had also conceived the idea for another project that, like Tannhäuser, would draw on medieval German poetry: this is Lohengrin, the Romantic opera that more than any other establishes him as a worthy successor to Weber, even if he will no longer occupy Weber’s former post as Royal Saxon Kapellmeister by the time it is produced.

         Wagner’s disinclination to write anything more in the vein of Rienzi meant that it was not the springboard for future success that it might have been for a less original, less restless composer. And although the opera contains some magnificent music, its intimidating length and its association with its most infamous admirer, Adolf Hitler – who attributed the birth of his political consciousness to experiencing Rienzi in 1905 in Linz, used its overture to open Nazi rallies, and accepted Wagner’s manuscript as a fiftieth-birthday present – have made revivals infrequent. Recent productions, such as Philipp Stölzl’s 2010 staging for the Deutsche Oper, often make severe cuts and present the title character as a proto-fascist: an approach that can be theatrically compelling and offers a chance to hear some rarely performed music, but gives only a partial understanding of the grandeur of Wagner’s original conception.

         Two operas performed, one about love, the other about power. Wagner’s portrayal of these forces – whose opposition drives the plot of The Ring – will become infinitely more subtle as his career progresses, but his obsession with both is already clear.

         
            * * *

         

         18 June 1848. Another letter to Lüttichau. A month after presenting his ill-fated plan to reform Saxony’s theatres, Wagner pleads 22with the esteemed director for two weeks’ leave of absence, to help him deal with a digestive complaint. He follows this brief request with a much longer paragraph justifying his recent prominence in the state’s increasingly heated political disputes. He concedes that he does indeed support many of the progressive faction’s aims, including the ‘noble concept’ of a republic,5 but he denies that any of this is inconsistent with the continuation of the monarchy. On the contrary, the speech he gave four days ago to three thousand members of the Dresden Vaterlandsverein, ‘How Do Republican Aspirations Stand in Relation to the Monarchy?’, expresses his support for the king: his praise of Friedrich August’s virtues prompted spontaneous applause, an unprecedented event in the society’s meetings. The lecture subsequently appears in the Dresdner Anzeiger – anonymously, to be sure, but no one has any doubt of Wagner’s authorship.

         Two weeks later, Wagner writes again to Lüttichau, asking him to extend his leave, perhaps for another three or four weeks, in order that he can make a journey that will, he anticipates, refresh both body and soul. The theatre’s director grants the request, seemingly on the condition that his Kapellmeister makes adequate arrangements to cover his duties, since Wagner writes Lüttichau a much longer letter the following day that combines extravagant professions of gratitude with expressions of hope that Reissiger will absorb his workload. A letter written to Reissiger that same day, 3 July, lays it on thick: Wagner pleads with his colleague to reassure Lüttichau that the theatre will manage without him; he plays on Reissiger’s reputation for laziness by dangling vague promises that on his return he will renegotiate the division of responsibilities in a way that will make the older man’s life easier; but for the moment, Wagner mysteriously adds, his fellow Kapellmeister should regard him as if he is terminally ill. He tells 23Reissiger that Lüttichau wishes to see him at 10 a.m. the following day to negotiate the terms of his leave; Reissiger’s intervention must have been successful, since Wagner is allowed to go.

         Both men might reasonably assume from Wagner’s letters that he intends to retreat to the mountains, or perhaps a spa. Instead, he makes his way, via Breslau, to Vienna, at this point probably the most politically unstable of all German-speaking cities. It has been in turmoil since the March Revolution and the hasty departures of the long-serving Chancellor, Klemens von Metternich (for London, in March) and the Emperor Ferdinand (for Innsbruck, in May). A revolutionary coalition of workers, students and the Civil Guard now co-exists uneasily with an anxious government and an Austrian parliament elected for the first time in July. In this unstable situation, Wagner sees an opportunity to realise his plans for theatre reform, but on the grander scale that a cosmopolitan capital city will allow. On 20 July, only eleven days after his arrival, the Wiener Abendzeitung reports that the composer of Rienzi and The Flying Dutchman intends to put a plan to the Minister for Education to reorganise the five competing Viennese theatres into a single co-operative institution under the control of a committee of authors and musicians. Unfortunately for Wagner, his plan not only fails to gain support in Vienna, but also makes trouble for him back in Saxony when the Abendzeitung’s report is picked up by the Leipzig journal Signale für die musikalische Welt. Wagner’s excuse for leaving his post and his denial of any political motivation are exposed as lies. Though he returns to his duties in late July, his Dresden employers will never trust him again.

         For Saxony, by contrast with most other German-speaking countries, the bloodiest period of the mid-century revolutions is still to come. It is difficult to establish Wagner’s precise actions, let alone his motivations, during the cataclysmic ten months that 24separate his abortive trip to Vienna from his eventual flight to Switzerland. Is he part of the plot to overthrow the government, or merely an innocent bystander caught up in events that spiral beyond his control? Is he really interested in politics, or is reform merely a means to achieve his theatrical goals? Is he sincere in his protestations of admiration for the monarchy, and for Friedrich August in particular? The surviving correspondence provides only limited assistance with these questions, since – as his dealings with Lüttichau and Reissiger show – the image of Wagner that each letter conveys depends largely on what its recipient wants to read. His autobiography, dictated to his second wife Cosima from 1865 onwards, suffers from a similar problem: the account of the Dresden uprising is compellingly written, but its value as evidence is compromised by the fact that it was written at the request of King Ludwig II of Bavaria, to whom Wagner would scarcely have wished to present himself as an anti-monarchist revolutionary.

         Despite his later attempts to play down his role, Wagner is – at the very least – near to the centre of the activity that comes to a head with the May 1849 uprising, and well acquainted with many of its ringleaders. One of these could not have been closer at hand. Since 1843 Wagner’s assistant has been August Röckel, a composer and conductor eighteen months his junior whom he persuaded the Court Theatre to appoint against Reissiger’s wishes. Despite a distinguished musical pedigree – Röckel’s father, Joseph, was a friend and collaborator of Beethoven, and August’s own résumé includes assisting Rossini at the Théâtre Italien in Paris – Wagner’s assistant is increasingly known for his political activities, and for views much more unambiguously republican than those of his superior. In the summer of 1848 Röckel writes a pamphlet arguing for the establishment of national militias across Germany; he submits it to the Vaterlandsverein, the same group 25to which Wagner gives his controversial lecture, who distribute it among the delegates to the Frankfurt Assembly. He establishes a weekly journal, Volksblätter, whose first edition appears on 26 August; he publishes a provocative ‘Open Letter to the Soldiers’, which urges Friedrich Wilhelm’s Prussian army not to intervene should there be a revolution in Saxony. All this is too much for the theatre authorities to tolerate: by the end of September Röckel is dismissed and loses what modest income he had to support his large family; in November he is briefly imprisoned before a wealthy sympathiser pays his bail. But at the end of the year, his fortunes change, as he is elected as one of the deputies who make up the new democratic majority in the Saxon parliament, usefully bringing him immunity from arrest.

         Three months later, Röckel introduces Wagner to the Russian anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, one of the most influential political thinkers of the century, and later Karl Marx’s most determined opponent within the international revolutionary movement. If Marx favours a democratic and peaceful route towards the ultimate victory of the proletariat, Bakunin has no hesitation in advocating political assassination and violent insurrection. The Russian has hurriedly left first Paris and then Prague, following his part in unsuccessful uprisings, and is now living in Dresden under the pseudonym of ‘Dr Schwarz’ – chosen as a tribute to Berthold Schwarz, the legendary fourteenth-century monk believed to have invented gunpowder. Photographs of Bakunin depict a burly, wildeyed, scruffily dressed man with unkempt hair and an out-of-control beard – an image matching the ferocity of his writings – but he has a personal charm that belies his fearsome appearance and reputation. Only a year apart in age, he and Wagner get on famously, despite Bakunin’s lack of enthusiasm for the Kapellmeister’s Nibelung and Jesus projects – the Russian suggests spicing up the 26latter with lines such as ‘Off with his head’ and ‘To the gallows’. He is more complimentary about The Flying Dutchman when he hears Wagner sing and play the opening scenes.

         Wagner contributes at least three articles to Röckel’s journal during its short existence – they are unsigned, but as with the article that preceded his trip to Vienna, his authorship is an open secret. ‘Germany and its Princes’ appears in October 1848. Whereas previous articles on this subject had taken care to distinguish Saxony’s House of Wettin from more reprehensible ruling houses, here Friedrich August is represented as part of the same general problem: that despite the noble pledges made in March, nothing has changed to benefit the lives of ordinary people. The theme is developed in ‘Man and Existing Society’, published on 10 February 1849. Though Wagner sets out his discussion mainly in abstract terms, with only passing references to the privileged ruling houses of Prussia and Austria and none to the specific situation in Saxony, his central argument is clear: union between isolated individuals in order to overthrow a society that prevents mankind from fulfilling its destiny is both necessary and inevitable. Two months later, on 8 April, Wagner publishes a still more forthright article entitled ‘The Revolution’, which depicts Europe as a huge volcano, about to erupt. Wagner personifies Revolution as an ‘eternal destroyer’ whose paradoxical mission is to bring ‘ever-youthful life’;6 he urges the ‘upright, thrifty burgher’ not to resist the approaching onslaught but to lift up his eyes and look at his fellow humans, for whom Revolution brings liberation.

         This last article is written after Wagner has fallen under the spell of the charismatic Bakunin, and it is not difficult to detect the anarchist’s influence beneath its expansive, bloodthirsty rhetoric. But Bakunin is not the only reason for the marked hardening of Wagner’s views in what turn out to be his final months in 27Dresden. Until the end of 1848, he still nurtures the hope that the Court Theatre will produce his latest opera, Lohengrin, whose score he completes in April. This prospect is of vital importance, not just artistically, but also as a means of repaying some of his ever-increasing debts. The Act I finale is performed at a concert in September celebrating the three-hundredth anniversary of the Court Orchestra, but attracts little interest. The following month, Lüttichau informs him that the premiere has been cancelled, and adds that the Court is deeply dissatisfied with his conducting: apparently he made errors beating time in a performance of Meyerbeer’s Robert le diable. Lüttichau’s decision may reflect reluctance to allow a ‘King of Germany’ – the tenth-century Henry the Fowler – to appear on stage at this sensitive moment; it may, as Wagner assumes, be revenge for the composer’s own insubordination and duplicity. Regardless of Lüttichau’s motive, Wagner loses any hope of the premiere ever taking place – and perhaps, any lingering belief that his artistic aims can be fulfilled under the existing government. The increasingly inflammatory nature of his writings in the first few months of 1849 may reflect this artistic impasse – and a corresponding desire both to bring about a new regime and to ingratiate himself with whatever new administration results from the revolution he anticipates – as well as the influence of his revolutionary associates.

         The fragile calm that has so far been preserved in Saxony is about to be shattered. In February, the king dismisses Martin Oberländer and the rest of the cabinet who have been in office since the previous March, and who have achieved very little of the reform they intended to enact. He summons Count Friedrich Ferdinand von Beust – a reactionary career diplomat from a noble family, currently acting as Saxony’s envoy to Prussia – back from Berlin to become minister of state and effective head of 28the government. The following month, the Frankfurt Assembly approves a draft constitution providing for a German national parliament elected by universal suffrage, albeit under a hereditary emperor. Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia is elected to this position, but shortly afterwards announces that he will not accept it if it is offered by a parliament. Meanwhile, Beust persuades Friedrich August that Saxony should reject the draft constitution, setting himself in conflict with those pressing for change. Until now, Wagner’s sympathy with these agitators has been demonstrated largely through speeches and writings, conversations and meetings, but as events gather pace he becomes more active.

         During April, Wagner holds meetings in his summerhouse with colleagues including Röckel, Bakunin and Gottfried Semper, to discuss how to arm the people in preparation for the violence that everyone believes is coming. Wagner himself probably takes direct steps to achieve this goal: Karl Wilhelm Oehme, a brass founder, later testifies that Wagner and Röckel asked him to produce large numbers of hand grenades in early April, and that on 4 May Wagner tells him to fill them with explosives. Needless to say, this episode does not find its way into Mein Leben, but the presence of the word ‘shrapnels’ in Wagner’s diary for 3 May seems to corroborate Oehme’s account.7

         The long-anticipated conflict is eventually triggered on 30 April, when Friedrich August dissolves the Saxon parliament and dismisses most of his cabinet, three days after a similar move by Friedrich Wilhelm in Prussia. As Wagner speculates on 2 May in a letter to Röckel – who has fled for Prague, having lost his parliamentary immunity – there is now a danger that the revolution may come too soon; indeed, it may be Beust’s intention to provoke an outbreak of hostilities before the insurgents can establish a strong position across the state. The day after writing this letter, 29Wagner hears the sound of the tocsin from the tower of St Anne’s Church, or perhaps rings it himself; whichever is true, it is interpreted as the start of the uprising. Wagner calls at the house of Tichatschek, who is away, and asks the tenor’s wife whether he can borrow the singer’s collection of rifles – though he will claim in his autobiography that he makes this request only to ensure that the firearms do not fall into the hands of a dangerous mob.

         On 4 May, Friedrich August and his ministers flee the city; the army, confronted by crowded barricades, agrees to a truce. The printer of Volksblätter, for which Wagner is now responsible in Röckel’s absence, later testifies that Wagner asked him to make a large number of flyers reading ‘Are you with us against foreign troops?’; he was seen distributing them around the barricades and handing them to members of the Saxon army. A provisional government is formed at the city hall and requests citizens to take up arms in its support; Beust returns to Dresden and issues an ultimatum calling for the provisional government’s unconditional surrender. Wagner is a conspicuous presence, appealing for information, offering advice and – according to some witnesses – addressing the crowds from the city hall’s balcony.

         The following day, the Kapellmeister climbs the three-hundred-foot tower of the Kreuzkirche, the city’s highest vantage point. He watches troop movements and reports back to the city hall by wrapping notes around stones and dropping them to the street; he remains throughout the night and is heard discoursing on philosophy and music. In the morning, he witnesses rebel forces entering Dresden to support the provisional government, and also Prussian troops, summoned by Beust, who intend to suppress the uprising. That same morning, the city’s old opera house goes up in flames; the fire also destroys the sets and costumes used in Semper’s new opera house, forcing the cancellation of all 30forthcoming performances – to Reissiger’s distress and Wagner’s grim satisfaction. No conclusion is reached on the responsibility for this act of vandalism, but Bakunin and Röckel are both suspects, though the latter claims not to have returned from Prague until the following morning.

         While he is in the tower, Wagner receives a message from Minna begging him to return home. He devises a plan to remove her from the firing line of the Prussian troops entering the city: the following day, 7 May, they meet in the countryside and travel to Chemnitz, where Minna will stay with Wagner’s sister Clara, and her husband Heinrich Wolfram. On their way there, Wagner is arrested by leaders of the Chemnitz Communal Guard under suspicion that he is deserting the revolutionary cause; he is released only when he promises to return to Dresden as soon as he has deposited Minna. He arrives back on the 8th and heads for the city hall, where he finds the insurgency on the point of collapse; the next day, he is sent to Freiberg to rally reinforcements and bring them to Dresden. Travelling back by coach, the exhausted Wagner falls asleep but is woken by shouting from a large group of insurgents marching away from the city. It is pointless to return: the uprising has been crushed.

         
            * * *

         

         The old opera house that was destroyed in the uprising – disingenuously described in Mein Leben as an ‘eyesore’ and a ‘temporary structure’8 that everyone always feared would burn down – was in fact a beautiful baroque building with excellent acoustics. Three years earlier, it was the scene of one of Wagner’s greatest triumphs as a conductor: his first performance of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony. The concert took place on Palm Sunday, the one occasion of the year on which the Court Orchestra was 31allowed to perform on its own, rather than in a church service or opera. The proceeds from these annual events went towards a pension fund for the widows and orphans of orchestra members, and Wagner alternated their direction with Reissiger, who had led a couple of apparently disastrous renditions of the Ninth in 1838. Scarred by this experience and fearful for the consequences for their fund, some players went to Lüttichau to object to Wagner’s choice of repertoire. But the Kapellmeister was insistent: when the orchestral committee refused to release the funds to purchase the players’ parts, he borrowed a set from Leipzig and devoted his energies to ensuring the success of the performance.

         Wagner’s obsession with Beethoven’s final symphony went back to his schooldays in Leipzig. After hearing some unsatisfactory rehearsals at the Gewandhaus in 1830, only six years after the premiere, he copied out the full score, then made a piano arrangement of the first movement. With characteristic chutzpah, he sent this to the work’s publisher, Schott of Mainz, with the proposal that he should arrange the whole piece should they accept it for publication. Wagner’s offer was rejected, but his fascination with Beethoven continued: he studied the other symphonies, the string quartets and the piano sonatas; he composed a Beethoven-saturated symphony of his own in C major; he conducted six of Beethoven’s symphonies in Riga. In 1840, soon after arriving in Paris, he heard François Habeneck conduct the Ninth Symphony with the Conservatoire orchestra, an experience he later described as revelatory, due to the care and precision with which the performance had been prepared. It made him hear the symphony’s continuous melodic line for the first time, and prompted a decisive shift in his taste (or so he claimed): he saw now that the French and Italian operas on which he had spent so much of his time as a conductor were essentially trivial (though he maintained an 32admiration for the melodies of Bellini), and began planning a massive symphony of his own based on Goethe’s Faust.

         This symphony only ever materialised in the form of an overture, but the connection Wagner had established between Goethe’s and Beethoven’s crowning achievements resurfaced six years later as he prepared to conduct the Ninth. In an attempt to build his audience’s understanding of a work that even professional musicians dismissed as incomprehensible (Reissiger was heard at the dress rehearsal lamenting how far Beethoven had gone astray), Wagner prepared elaborate programme notes that used quotations from Faust to explain his interpretation of each movement. In accordance with his Paris insight about the symphony’s fundamentally melodic nature, and in anticipation of the theory of music drama he would develop after leaving Dresden, Wagner imagined a voice ‘singing’ throughout the symphony, using Goethe’s words to suggest the ideas the voice might be seeking to articulate. It is tempting to imagine Wagner discussing this programme note with another Dresden resident interested in the links between literature and music, Robert Schumann. Mein Leben records Schumann mentioning on a walk that he was looking forward to Wagner’s performance, though Wagner dismisses him as unstimulating company. He seems to have deliberately disguised the extent of their acquaintance, since Schumann’s diaries record at least twenty-four such meetings between late 1845 and the start of 1849, usually instigated by Wagner and involving lengthy discussions of various operatic issues.

         The care Wagner took with the programme notes was matched by the attention he lavished on every other aspect of the performance, despite the initial resistance of the Dresden authorities to his choice of repertoire. He annotated each part with dynamics and expression markings that he felt brought out Beethoven’s 33intentions, carefully considering when the wind parts should be doubled; he supplemented the usual theatre chorus with the boys of the Kreuzschule and the singers of the Dresden Seminary to produce a choir of more than three hundred; he devoted numerous rehearsals to the tricky cello and double bass ‘recitative’ passages in the final movement; he secured funding to rebuild the theatre’s stage, so that the chorus surrounded the orchestra in sharply raked seats arranged in the fashion of an amphitheatre. The performance was an artistic triumph and raised more for the pension fund than any previous Palm Sunday concert had achieved.

         Biographers have tended to focus on Wagner’s frustrations in Dresden, but this concert was just one of a number of significant achievements that demonstrated the Royal Saxon Kapellmeister’s unique combination of talents. In 1844, for example, Wagner persuaded the king and Lüttichau that the remains of Carl Maria von Weber, who had died in London, should be returned from Moorfields Chapel to Dresden: to accompany the torchlit procession from Dresden’s train station to Weber’s final resting place, he composed a Trauersinfonie (symphony of mourning), based on themes from Euryanthe and scored for seventy-five wind instruments and six muted snare drums; he gave a moving oration from memory by the side of Weber’s new grave; afterwards he conducted an elegy for men’s voices, An Webers Grabe, for which he supplied both text and music. The previous year, Wagner had marshalled a hundred musicians and no fewer than twelve hundred male singers from across Saxony into the vertiginous galleries of the Frauenkirche to perform a work for Pentecost entitled The Love Feast of the Apostles – a formidable feat of logistics, even if the musical outcome disappointed him. Like the Beethoven performance – and like The Ring – these events required not just 34musicianship but also impressive organisational, political, diplomatic, literary and rhetorical skills.

         Wagner conducted the Ninth Symphony twice more in Dresden – and then on only two further occasions, in London in 1855 and in Bayreuth in 1872, at a concert to mark the laying of the foundation stone of the Festspielhaus. The final Dresden performance took place in a very different political context from the first. By Palm Sunday in 1849, 1 April, preparations for the uprising were well under way. Many of those present interpreted the performance as a tribute to Robert Blum, who represented Saxony at the National Assembly and had been executed in Vienna the previous October, causing outrage across Germany: Blum was known also for co-founding the first ‘Schiller Society’, linking the text that Beethoven set with the republican cause. An unexpected attendee at the final rehearsal was Bakunin, not renowned for his interest in music: at the end, he told Wagner that even if all other music was destroyed in the global conflagration that was surely about to begin, this symphony must be saved. Beethoven, Blum, Bakunin – these coincidences reinforced the connection already present in Wagner’s mind between the Ninth Symphony and the idea of revolution, whether political or artistic.

         
            * * *

         

         Wagner is extremely fortunate to escape arrest and a long spell in prison for his part in the Dresden uprising. On 9 May, as he aborts his return to the city, he realises that the retreating revolutionaries are accompanied by Bakunin and the writer Otto Leonhard Heubner, now the effective leader of the rebellion. He joins them on their journey to Freiberg and the three men agree to continue to Chemnitz where they will try to re-establish the provisional government. In the confusion, Wagner loses his comrades and 35travels to Chemnitz separately; at five in the morning on 10 May, he walks to his sister Clara’s house, where Minna is staying. It is only later that day that he learns that Heubner and Bakunin arrived before him in Chemnitz, where they were arrested and taken to prison under armed guard. Had Wagner travelled with them from Freiberg, he would have stayed at their inn and shared their fate.

         Heinrich Wolfram realises the danger his brother-in-law is in and arranges a discreet nocturnal journey to Weimar, where Wagner will stay with Franz Liszt, the Court Kapellmeister. Liszt has mounted a production of Tannhäuser and is expecting his colleague’s visit, but not in these circumstances: he wisely dissuades Wagner from attending a performance, though he allows him to listen to a rehearsal from a hiding place in a box. Wagner clearly has no conception of how much trouble he is in. In a letter to a Dresden friend, the theatre producer Eduard Devrient, he distances himself from the uprising, admitting to sympathy but not to any active involvement; he intends to return to his Court duties after a six-month leave of absence. He tells Minna he is safe from prosecution, but she already knows this is not true: the police have visited her in Dresden and warned her that her husband faces a charge of treason. They have plenty of evidence, including the testimony of Oehme the brass founder, and a letter found on Röckel when he was arrested, which makes clear the Kapellmeister’s complicity. The warrant for Wagner’s arrest is published on 19 May: in Saxony, treason carries a death sentence, though if he is treated similarly to Röckel and Heubner, this will be commuted to a decade or more of imprisonment. Liszt can no longer safely harbour the fugitive, so he suggests that Wagner should make his way to Paris on a route that minimises the chances of detection, perhaps via Bavaria and Switzerland, and provides him with an out-of-date passport from a Swabian friend. 36

         Wagner is fortunate again: the passport is not questioned and he makes his way without mishap via Lake Constance to Zurich. He stays with an old friend, Alexander Müller, who arranges a passport that allows him to reach Paris on 2 June. Wagner soon regrets this: Paris is stiflingly hot and enduring a cholera epidemic, and he has no real prospects of a commission from the Opéra, despite Liszt’s optimistic predictions. He certainly cannot expect any help now from Meyerbeer, as a chance encounter during one of his rival’s frequent visits to Paris makes clear: the General Music Director of the Prussian Court, a position Meyerbeer has held since 1842, would hardly compromise his position by associating with a notorious political refugee. During Wagner’s short stay in Paris, he drafts a fiery essay entitled Art and Revolution which makes clear that his hopes for drastic social change have not disappeared with the failure of the Dresden uprising.

         Six days after his arrival, Wagner leaves Paris; two weeks later he returns to Zurich and the hospitable Müller. For Wagner, Zurich increasingly seems the best place to settle for as long as he is unable to return to Germany: it is beautiful, tranquil and wealthy, and offers the prospect of congenial intellectual companionship. But Minna, who is in poor health, is unenthusiastic about leaving her friends and family in Saxony for what she perceives as a backwater: in July she suggests that she and Wagner should break off all contact. Wagner writes to his stepdaughter Natalie and pleads with her to win her mother over, telling her that the Müllers have space to accommodate all three of them. In late July, Minna reluctantly agrees, though not without making clear to Wagner how much she has suffered from his reckless behaviour; in August, she sells most of the couple’s belongings in Dresden and, with the help of a hundred thalers provided by Liszt, travels to Zurich – together with Natalie, Peps the dog and Papo the parrot. 37

         As this unusual family embarks on a new life in Switzerland, Wagner’s immediate prospects could scarcely be more uncertain: he has no job, no income, and owes his creditors at least 20,000 thalers – more than ten times his annual salary as Royal Court Kapellmeister. But he could not be better equipped to embark on the monumental project that will define the next three decades of his life. He knows he will plan a musical drama on the grandest possible scale, and he understands the infrastructure and range of expertise that will be required if it is to be successfully produced. He has thought about what it means to change the world; and for a brief but unforgettable period, he has tried to do so himself. Neither the Kapellmeister nor the revolutionary alone could have conceived The Ring, let alone realised it, but the unique combination of experiences that Wagner has undergone in the first thirty-six years of his life makes it possible for him to do so. 38
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