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Introduction






Can we ever have a sensible conversation about opera? The question is still present in Patrick Carnegy’s engaging new book, which I am honoured to introduce here. The book is not quite what it seems to be at first sight. Under its beautiful surface are signs of turmoil in the opera world in general and among Wagner’s interpreters in particular, especially the attempts of Wieland Wagner, Joachim Herz, Patrice Chéreau and Hans-Jürgen Syberberg to reinterpret him after Hitler. Wagner created many of these turbulences himself, including issues about funding models and a sophisticated idea of performance that demanded controversial and constant reinvention, not just of his own works, but of beloved composers and operas as well. (His re-orchestrations of Beethoven and radical reworking of Gluck’s Iphigénie en Aulide for which he even changed the ending, are two good examples.) Now we have seven successful Amazon television series in 40 chapters about the trials and tribulations of classical music in New York collectively called Mozart in the Jungle, I don’t see why there shouldn’t be a Wagner in the Jungle to follow. A clip from Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park might be a good start: those two glasses of water with barely noticeable ripples for instance that grow ominously wider as the footfall of a big beast makes itself felt. In this book too there is a subtle crescendo of very real crises, aesthetic and political, as we progress.


Since the 1960s Patrick Carnegy has been a keen observer in the jungle. A music critic for The Times and The Observer, assistant editor at The Times Literary Supplement, music-books editor at Faber & Faber where he published writings by Mahler, Schoenberg and Stravinsky, a key position in the managerial framework of the Royal Opera House, and then fifteen years as The Spectator’s Stratford-upon-Avon drama critic, during which he wrote some 120 shrewdly observed reviews about Shakespeare performance. If jungles had ringside seats as they do in cinemas, I imagine that Patrick must have always been sitting in the very front row.


Reading his pioneer work on Wagner production – a big gap in theatre history until he published his masterpiece Wagner and the Art of the Theatre (2006) after years of painstaking research – there is a sense that Patrick was there at performances in the past as well. Reporting on the immediate sense of vastly different takes on Wagner’s stage works wherever they took place, the way they looked, how singers moved, directors directed, the smell of the times that influenced the way they were judged, he takes us through a veritable cornucopia of detail about Wagner in action. We witness Wagner doing the things he liked best, composing works for the stage, directing, and in his younger years conducting them. And we get very close to others in history reinterpreting them for the theatre, so close in fact that we almost feel the grease paint and the impact of the mise-en-scène. Wagner wrote to Ludwig II just before the premiere of Tristan und Isolde in 1865 that his work is ‘only complete when as drama it fully and physically comes to life in front of us and speaks directly to our hearts and senses’. It was a condition for all his works, for all their future interpreters, and for all who wanted to write about them. As Patrick was one of the first to show at length, the staging of a Wagner work is crucial and anyone who would claim to have fully grasped Wagner’s achievement cannot afford to ignore it.


About Wagner and the Art of the Theatre, Pierre Boulez said at the time of its appearance that he truly believed it to be ‘one of the best documented publications in all the recent literature on Wagner’. It still is. With even richer documentation, a third of it this time in colour, this new book ventures into broader ramifications of Wagner’s legacy, including a detailed account of mind-blowing productions like Tristan und Isolde in 1903 Vienna conducted by Mahler with Alfred Roller as scenic director. It was a landmark in theatre history, rightly seen here as the moment when producers of opera not only broke decisively with the absurd literalism and only-according-to-the-master’s-voice authoritarianism of Bayreuth, but also finally established the idea that producers are perfectly within their rights radically to reconceive works of art against the grain of what their creators originally wanted – or rather what some members of audiences think they wanted – much as Wagner himself did with Beethoven and Gluck. Influenced by the Vienna Secession at the turn of the century, ‘director’s theatre’ (Regietheater) was essentially born. And so was the controversy that has accompanied it ever since.


The book opens with a previously unpublished essay on the absorption of Shakespeare into Wagner’s own ideas about drama. Again, it is a pioneering study. A larger historical and critical question that has never been adequately answered convincingly is how Shakespeare was injected creatively into the cultural bloodstream of German-speaking theatre in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. German-speaking literary figures had a tendency to see Shakespeare as one of their own, frequently praising August Wilhelm Schlegel’s famous translations (by the time we get to the nineteenth century when they were augmented by translations by Wolf Baudissin and Dorothea and Ludwig Tieck) as superior to the original. The haughty judgement obviously begs the question of how well the distinguished German-speaking champions of the English Bard, including Wagner, understood the plays if they referred to them, as they often did with only half-joking smiles, in their ‘English version’, in contrast to what was felt to be the true home they had found in the German language. Perhaps in retaliation English-speaking critics have tended to describe Shakespeare’s influence on Wagner as minor. Here in Patrick’s foray into the subject we realize just how wide of the mark that is. Simply put, Wagner would not have spent as much time as he did from his youth through middle age to his last years reading, discussing, writing about Shakespeare and attending performances of the plays if all of that had not been of central importance to his art. Taking major stretches of the Ring as just one instance, the pathways of suffering and undaunted representations of violence, not to mention the ethical mayhem strewn over the cycle’s tragic journey, owe a great deal to Shakespeare’s example.


The next five chapters are devoted to productions over a span of a hundred years from the premiere of the Ring in 1876, under Wagner’s own direction, to the centennial production by Patrice Chéreau conducted by Pierre Boulez. As is well known, the latter has been greeted in some circles with storms of abuse. For many Wagner enthusiasts and philosophers passionately interested in Wagner, the ideas of Chéreau and Boulez were a centennial bridge too far. The complainers felt cheated because the two pesky Frenchman had robbed the Ring of its totalizing mythology in full dress, so to speak, and its supposed romantic inheritance, despite Wagner’s insistence time and again that with the Ring he had made a decisive break with romanticism. This so-called French Ring was no longer a mystifying exercise in comforting profundities about human life seen through the gauze of remote myth or lazy symbolism, but a tour de force of intense, emotionally involved acting (clichéd operatic gestures were banned) and a provocative mixture of mythic and modern imagery in the director’s imagination that brought audiences into closer touch with violence, remorse and suicidal suffering. Even its playful elements were a painful counterpoint to the overall melancholy of the story. It felt uncomfortably close to the world we live in (‘life as it really is’, as Wagner said when talking in private about his amazing conception), and probably for this simple reason, despite the protests of a minority, it eventually met with great success. Patrick is refreshingly frank about his own mixed feelings about the centennial Ring. Apart from the tiny fistful of philosophers, however, more significant in the context of the documentary wealth of his research is the large brigade of serious Wagner watchers who clamoured for a return to Wagner’s original intentions. Little did they know then, though they will if they read this book, just how fragmentary the historical record actually is. Patrick relishes the recent discovery of the diaries of Alfred Pringsheim, a noted professor of mathematics who recorded some fascinating critical observations while visiting the rehearsals and performances of the 1876 Bayreuth Festival, but regrets that a third of them are lost. We have no photographs of what the staging looked like (those of the singers were done in photographers’ studios) and there is no guarantee that Josef Hoffmann’s paintings of his scenic designs commissioned by Wagner looked like the scenery that was eventually built. Everywhere the records of what happened in the making and performance of the production are frustratingly incomplete.


A large part of this book is devoted to highly readable reviews of books about a ‘quartet’ of conductors: Toscanini, Klemperer, Karajan, Solti. Patrick casts his critical eye over these figures and the attempts of their biographers to capture – not always with total success – their extraordinary careers. The implicit link is that they all flourished in the tradition of the conductor-as-interpreter (as opposed to the mere time-beater) that emerged from the nineteenth century into the twentieth with the massive authority of Wagner behind it. Wagner was not the only one to establish the role of conductors as high-octane celebrities who match – even sometimes out-match – the genius of the composers whose works they bring back to life. But in the 1830s and early 1840s as an ambitious twenty-something composer and Musikdirektor striving for international recognition, he was already fashioning the idea of himself in concerts and opera houses as the visible conduit of great music (Beethoven and Weber especially), which in the long run would lend historical legitimacy to his own work and the ‘master’ conductor capable of conveying its message. If we add Mahler, who is prominent in the earlier chapter on Roller’s Tristan, it is striking that three of the five conductors Patrick writes about – Mahler, Klemperer, Solti – were Jewish. All three had to make their peace with Wagner’s anti-Semitism. Wagner’s practical and philosophical view of the conductor’s role, which he set out in his treatise On Conducting (published in 1869, the same year as the expanded version of his polemic Judaism in Music), was coloured by a deliberately controversial distinction between German Jewish conductors, who supposedly skim efficiently through Beethoven without dwelling strongly on anything too profound, and those who are ‘properly’ German and hence able to catch fire and penetrate the sublime depths of German music in a way their Jewish brethren never could. On Conducting was a highly influential document for generations of conductors. Over the years, many who were Jewish took note along with everyone else of Wagner’s ideas about variable tempi, phrasing, how to conduct specific works by Mozart, Beethoven and Weber, and why the conductor has huge potential as an interpreter. But not a few Jewish conductors like Mahler, Klemperer and Solti also turned out to be truly outstanding interpreters with wide repertoires, including Wagner. This could be an instance of Wagner’s legacy saving him from the worst of himself. As time passed, the fact that generations of Jewish conductors contributed in major ways to his legacy has been proof that his original prejudice was complete nonsense, eminently forgettable, even though it undeniably left behind eerie echoes in the notorious Nazi attempts to erase Jewish conductors and composers for ever from Germany’s cultural map. For that reason alone it is still not easy to forgive.


The last part of the book is an offshoot from Patrick’s experience working for the Royal Opera House in the late 1980s and early 1990s. What he wrote in the light of opera’s crises just a few years later still feels for me acutely relevant now. Indeed, only three weeks before starting this introduction I heard about the decision of the Arts Council of England (ACE) on 4 November 2022 to scale down financial support for four major opera companies in the UK. That included the cancellation of the entire annual recurring grant for English National Opera (ENO) at the London Coliseum, one of Britain’s most important venues for opera. In a matter of months after 130 years of remarkable history, ENO’s extinction, as I write, is on the cards. (If it still exists when you read this, it will be a miracle.)


Included in this final section is a scorching review of two books by former bosses of the Royal Opera House with decidedly different opinions about what opera can do and how it should be managed. Their views are basically antagonistic. But on one thing they agree: ‘that the House has always been strapped for cash’. We are back in the jungle. The climax arrives in Patrick’s next, and highly perceptive, review of Suzie Gilbert’s 2009 book Opera for Everybody: The Story of English National Opera, which in part is also the story of the huge financial deficit incurred by that institution during its most adventurous years. The title of the review, ‘Blood on the Carpet’, says it all. It reverberated widely then. And now, because of ACE’s blunder more than a decade later, the beast is closer and louder than ever. ACE’s director of music thinks that ‘traditionally staged “grand” or large-scale opera’ has shown ‘almost no growth in audience demand’. Behold, the heavy footfall of lazy ACE-speak, this time coyly standing in for all the old prejudices. Why opera at all? Is it ‘relevant’? Why the vast sums – especially taxpayers’ money – wasted on the yearly resurrection and preservation of an art form that’s supposedly little more than decadent?


It’s an old story. Wagner was already railing against the beast in 1848 when, after elections in Saxony of radical revolutionary-minded delegates, the subvention of the Court Theatre in Dresden was to be cut because it was merely a luxurious place of entertainment. His response was a detailed proposal for theatre reform running to 45 closely printed pages, brimming with new ideas about an interaction of all the arts that could restore ‘true dignity’ (‘wahre Würde’) to theatre. He was not the first or the last. In 1790, when French revolutionaries were questioning opera’s connections to the old regime, Beaumarchais wrote in a preface to his libretto for Tarare (music by Salieri) that to survive opera should get serious about drama. And Brecht, no less adamant in the economic crisis of 1930 when state exchequers in Germany’s Weimar Republic questioned opera’s ‘relevance’ as an excuse to balance their beleaguered budgets, responded with two highly original operas with Kurt Weill and a lament that ‘nobody demands a fundamental discussion of opera (its function!)’. As Patrick points out here in his absorbing review of Peter Heyworth’s biography of the conductor Otto Klemperer, Berlin’s Kroll Opera was peremptorily closed down for ‘economic’ reasons only a year after Brecht made his remarks. Since 1927 it had been demonstrating – with deeds rather than words – how new conversations about opera production for contemporary audiences can bear precious fruit. But nobody in power was listening. Patrick’s own book surely makes an important contribution to the issue by reminding us that history shows us just how much danger opera is in if a productive conversation about it is forced to stop.


Appropriately enough, the book ends with an actual conversation about opera. Sir Michael Tippett was a profoundly humane British composer with almost Homeric ambitions for opera and its still far from exhausted possibilities. Not everyone will agree he won all his battles. But this exchange with Patrick, with Wagner looking over his shoulder at key moments, is a heroic effort to explore what serious opera is capable of achieving, even in these days when it feels more challenged than it ever has been before. Thank you, Patrick, for letting us read it again.


John Deathridge


Emeritus King Edward Professor of Music


King’s College London


3 January 2023












Prelude






These pages are a testament to my experience of half a century of landmark stagings of Wagner’s operas.


My first visit to Bayreuth in 1967, as music critic for The Times, inspired a lifetime’s interest in Wagner and especially in the stage history of his works. As a critic I have had the good fortune to have seen and written about most of the important productions of his operas in the latter half of the twentieth century, nearly all of them controversial at first and subsequently regarded as classics. My 2006 book, Wagner and the Art of the Theatre, was an attempt to place these productions in their historical context and to discuss why they represented such a radical break with tradition.


Some of the pieces in this new book explore the themes of Wagner and the Art of the Theatre in greater depth, but they also respond to recent discoveries, as of Thomas Mann’s father-in-law’s eye-witness account of rehearsals for the Ring’s Bayreuth premiere in 1876, and of long-lost scenic designs for it.


Much of the book is indebted to my experiences as the first-ever dramaturg (literary and production adviser) to be appointed at Covent Garden (1988-92). It was not an easy task, as my accounts of the backstage workings of the Royal Opera House and, with less authority, of English National Opera at troubled points in their history will surely reveal.


In our time the staging not only of Wagner but also of opera in general has become a hot and controversial topic, largely through directors whose radical productions, sometimes described as Regietheater (director’s theatre), have been seen as betrayals of the composer’s intentions. This has opened up a raging debate to which I hope this book will contribute.


But it seems wisest to begin on less controversial territory by remarking on Shakespeare’s largely unsung influence on Wagner and in particular on Die Meistersinger, an influence echoed in a famous Bayreuth production by the composer’s grandson, Wieland. I go on to describe the revelatory account by Thomas Mann’s father-in-law, Alfred Pringsheim, of the rehearsals for the Ring’s 1876 Bayreuth premiere, a text that remained unknown until 2013. I then discuss how our impressions of the cinematic visual world Wagner envisioned have been enhanced by the discovery of the original coloured versions of the artist Josef Hoffmann’s designs, previously known only in monochrome.


After Wagner, of course, everything has been called into question. I explore seismic theatrical moments – beginning with Gustav Mahler and Alfred Roller’s radical reinvention of the Wagnerian stage. Hitler’s adulation of the composer famously cast a long and deeply uncomfortable shadow over Bayreuth, and indeed more widely. I show how after the war West- and East-German directors sought, in diametrically opposed ways, to exorcise the demons, on the one hand by attempting to de-politicize Wagner, and on the other by re-politicizing him in the direction of Marxist socialism. Their productions, together with Patrice Chéreau and Pierre Boulez’s iconoclastic centenary Ring at Bayreuth, and Hans-Jürgen Syberberg’s inquisitorial 1982 film of Parsifal, have permanently changed our post-war understanding of Wagner and the course of virtually all subsequent interpretations of his work.


Toscanini, Klemperer, Karajan and Solti, the four great Wagnerian conductors whom I discuss next, experienced remarkably different problems with these demons. Toscanini rebuffed Hitler in 1933 by pulling out of his Bayreuth commitment, throwing his international fame behind the struggle against fascism. Klemperer, convinced that the world that dawned in 1918 was one ‘in opposition to Wagner’, nevertheless staged at the Berlin Kroll Opera in 1929 a demythologized Der fliegende Holländer that ‘mobilized a reserve of actuality in Wagner … which will explode today or tomorrow’ (T.W. Adorno) – which it did indeed in the 1976 Chéreau Ring. With Karajan the musical politics become uncomfortably murky, but also rich in paradox. Membership of the Nazi Party had been a price for his meteoric rise in the 1930s, yet Hitler dismissed his Wagner as ‘insufficiently German’.


As a 33-year-old, the Hungarian Solti electrified the discredited German opera scene in the aftermath of the war, belatedly making his Bayreuth debut in the Peter Hall Ring of 1983. But he should best be remembered for the energy and emotional power of Decca’s first-ever studio recording (1958-65) of the complete tetralogy, with George London and Hans Hotter as Wotan, Birgit Nilsson as Brünnhilde and Wolfgang Windgassen as Siegfried. As music director of Covent Garden (‘The Royal Opera’ from 1968) he raised its standing to the highest international level.


Like Wagner, Sir Michael Tippett wrote both the words and music of his operas and thought deeply about the possibilities of musical drama. The book concludes with my 1977 conversation with Sir Michael about his own operas, and opera in general. It is frequently quoted but has never been reprinted since its first publication in The Times Literary Supplement (TLS).


Two of my essays are published here for the first time. The others began life as reviews of performances and books, or were originally given as lectures, their sources being detailed at the end of each piece. Translations, unless otherwise acknowledged, are my own.


I gratefully acknowledge my huge debt to John Gross, editor of the TLS (1974-81) and dear friend, who gave me the freedom to write at length about books and performances, and to the present editor, Martin Ivens, for permission to reprint some of these articles. My thanks no less to Barry Millington, founding editor of The Wagner Journal, beacon of intelligent writing about theatrical performance, for his collegiate friendship over many years, and for permission to reprint two of my pieces. My similar thanks for reprint permission to the University Press of America, Libreria Musicale Italiana (Lucca), Wagner News, Cambridge University Press and the The London Review of Books. I am grateful to Kate Hopkins and Christopher Wintle for their editorial assistance at an earlier stage of planning this book.


It has been a sustaining pleasure to have worked with Adrian Brink, Sarah Algar-Hughes, Georgina Melia and their colleagues at Lutterworth Press. For help with the illustrations I am much indebted to Evan Baker and to Christopher Halls for his photography. Wagner’s great-granddaughter Dagny Beidler and the Mariann Steegmann Foundation have generously supported the costs of including the enchanting watercolours by the composer’s 15-year-old daughter, Isolde. Cornelia von Bodenhausen kindly gave permission for the reproduction of the Josef Hoffmann Ring paintings in her collection and these were specially photographed by Sophie Dewulf.


For her insight and encouragement over so many years, my warmest thanks are to my wife, Jill Gomez.


Patrick Carnegy


Cambridge, 2024













Part One

The Master's Dream
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Illustration 1: ‘Aeschylus and Shakespeare, who according to [Heinrich] Porges, are the only two dramatists with whom Wagner can be compared, pay homage to the Master in their historically correct dress’, caption to an 1876 cartoon from the time of the first complete performance of the Ring at Bayreuth.










Chapter One

Wagner and his Shakespeare1







Wagner was never shy to acknowledge his indebtedness to Aeschylus and Shakespeare, seeing himself as their heir and a dramatist of comparable, if not superior, stature – a claim that did not escape the attention of a contemporary cartoonist.


It is of course the Aeschylean influence, and that of the Greek tragedians as whole, that has attracted most attention, as from Wolfgang Schadewaldt, Hugh Lloyd-Jones, Michael Ewans, Simon Goldhill, Daniel H. Foster and many others.2 But Wagner was stunningly well read across the spectrum of Western literature. Along with the Greek dramatists his favourite authors included Calderón, Lope de Vega, Goethe, Lessing, Schiller, E.T.A. Hoffmann – and, especially, Shakespeare. I will try to suggest that the Shakespearean influence has been unjustly overlooked,3 and will conclude by discussing three outstanding post-war stagings of Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg that were Shakespearean in character.


Yes, Shakespeare was a dramatist, not a composer. But for Wagner, it was always drama, intensified through and in music, that was his goal. Not ‘opera’ in any Italian or French sense, but German music-drama, an apotheosis of every dramatic form known to him. And it was to Shakespeare’s plays, which he knew inside out, that he returned more often than to any other inspirational source.




A theatrical apprenticeship


Richard Wagner, ninth child of his parents, was born on 22 May 1813 in Leipzig in the old inn Zum Roten und Weißen Löwen (The Red and White Lion). He could scarcely have been born into a more theatrical family. His father, Carl Friedrich (1770-1813), was not only a police actuary but also a keen amateur actor. Albert (1799-1874), Richard’s elder brother, became a high tenor and later a stage manager. The five daughters, Rosalie, Luise, Klara, Maria Theresia and Ottilie, were named after heroines in Goethe and Schiller.


Carl Friedrich, the father, died very shortly after Richard’s birth, and his mother Johanna married the actor, dramatist and portrait painter Ludwig Geyer (1779-1821). It was Geyer whom Richard had to thank for his earliest theatrical experiences. The family soon moved to Dresden where Geyer had been hired as a character actor. He smuggled his young stepson into rehearsals, and soon Richard was himself on stage in various comedies. He recalls figuring in one of these as ‘an angel, entirely sewn up in tights and with wings on my back, in a graceful, though laboriously studied, pose’.4 It was actually as a cupid; but Wagnerian autobiography, however entertaining, has always to be read with caution.


Richard was especially close to his actress eldest sister, Rosalie (1803-37). Her career blossomed, and when the Royal Saxon Court Theatre in Leipzig reopened on 2 August 1829 it was she who was chosen to speak a specially written Prologue.5 This was followed by a performance of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, given in August Wilhelm Schlegel’s translation.


Most theatres then alternated performances of plays, operas and ballets. Shakespeare’s works were the nucleus of the repertory. This was not surprising. For Shakespeare had long since been hugely influential in Germany. Goethe and many others virtually regarded him as a German: had not Hamlet been educated at Wittenberg?6


The plays given in Leipzig included not only Julius Caesar but also King Lear, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado About Nothing, Othello, Hamlet and Macbeth.7 Rosalie was the company’s young romantic lead, her roles including Cordelia, Portia, Beatrice, Desdemona and Ophelia. And of course her teenage brother, long since enthused by the Bard, saw all of these.8 He was already a fervent disciple, and in 1826 had thrown himself heart and soul into the English language, producing ‘a metrical rendering of Romeo’s monologue into German as its first-fruit’.9


Young Richard’s Shakespearean education also owed much to his uncle Adolf (1774-1835), his father’s younger brother, of whom he speaks with gratitude and affection in Mein Leben. As a young man Adolf had known Schiller and he became a literary scholar and linguist of no mean accomplishment, with an international perspective that was exceptional for the time. He translated copiously from Greek, Latin, Italian and English with equal facility, his publications including editions of Burns, Byron and translations of Augustine Skottowe’s Life of Shakespeare (1824) and of Mrs [Anna Brownell] Jameson’s Shakespeare’s Heroines (1832).10


Disliking the travesties to suit fashionable taste that were the rule in most Shakespearean performances that the young Richard would have seen, Adolf was the enthusiastic director of, and participant in, readings of the plays in the homes of his friends. In his nephew, Adolf could not have found a more eager pupil. Young Richard had been boarded out in Leipzig with him for some weeks in the summer of 1822. But it was when his family moved there from Dresden at the end of 1827 that Richard was able to spend long and profitable hours with his mentor. In Mein Leben Wagner recalled how:


Every day I picked him up for his afternoon constitutional around the gates of the city. I imagine that we frequently provoked the amusement of passers-by, who overheard our profound and frequently heated discussions.11


Those discussions would doubtless have engaged with the fastidious Adolf’s appalled censure of his pupil’s Leubald, a five-act tragedy:


to which Shakespeare, principally through Hamlet, Macbeth and Lear, and Goethe, through Götz von Berlichingen, had contributed. … nothing I had gathered from tales of chivalry, nor anything I had garnered from Lear and Macbeth, was left out. … One of the main ingredients of my poetic fancy, I owed to Shakespeare’s mighty language, emotional and humorous. The boldness of my grandiloquent and bombastic expressions particularly upset and amazed my uncle Adolf.12


[image: ]

Illustration 2: The 15-year-old Wagner on his afternoon tutorial walk with Uncle Adolf, as depicted in watercolour in 1880 by Isolde, his 15-year-daughter. On the right, a scene from Leubald, a sin of the composer’s youth, presided over by its inspiration, Shakespeare.






There could be no more eloquent testimony to the importance of Adolf and Shakespeare in Richard’s young life than the picture by his daughter Isolde.


It comes from an album of year-by-year watercolours – a sort of ‘Daddy, this is your Life’ – presented to her father on his sixty-seventh birthday in 1880.13 Isolde was then 15, exactly the same age as her father when he wrote Leubald. Of all the 1828 events she could have chosen, it is surely significant that she depicted, on the left, her father taking his regular afternoon walk at the Leipzig city gate with Adolf, his mentor in ‘everything serious and exalted in the realm of knowledge’,14 and on the right a scene from Leubald. The hero, appropriately in a blood-red cloak, strikes a Hamlet-like pose among a handful of the eight corpses he’d slain (the total body count is eighteen). A portrait of Shakespeare hovers above.
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Illustration 3: Isolde Wagner’s depiction of Ada conjuring Arindal back to life in Act Three of Die Feen (The Fairies) by singing to his lyre.






The author believed that his ‘work could only be judged rightly when provided with the music I had now decided to write for it’.15 That was not to happen. But he pressed ahead with his musical studies. Thanks to the recommendation of his elder brother, the singer Albert, Richard, now 20, became chorus master in Würzburg in 1833. Choral duties were not his only ones, for he had to take speaking parts in plays and even swell mime groups in the ballet.








Die Feen and Das Liebesverbot



At the same time, he began his first opera, Die Feen (The Fairies). Though he modelled it on Gozzi’s story ‘La donna serpente’, Wagner unsurprisingly imports Shakespearean elements, including a mad scene in Act Two for its hero, Arindal, that is plainly borrowed from King Lear. In Gozzi, Arindal’s wife, Ada, is transformed into a snake. But Wagner is surely remembering The Winter’s Tale when he has Ada not transformed into a snake but petrified into a statue. And Ada is miraculously restored to life through the power of music (Arindal singing to a lyre) just as Hermione is in The Winter’s Tale in response to Paulina’s cry, ‘Music: awake her: strike!’16


[image: ]

Illustration 4: Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient, ‘daughter of the great Shakespeare’, as a trouser-role Romeo in the tomb-scene of Bellini’s I Capuleti e i Montecchi, known to Wagner in its German version, Romeo und Julia.






Unfortunately, Wagner was unable to secure a performance of Die Feen. It was never given in his lifetime – its premiere had to wait until 1888 under Franz Richter in Munich. I was lucky enough to have caught the first performance after the Second World War. This was given by the Bayreuth Youth Festival in 1967, with my future wife Jill Gomez in the role of Lore, sister to Arindal.


The following year, 1834, Wagner moved to Magdeburg as full music director. Within a few months he was swept off his feet by the great singing actress Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient.17 She was playing Romeo (a travesty role) in Bellini’s Romeo und Julia, the German-language equivalent of I Capuleti e i Montecchi; this is actually based not on Shakespeare but on an Italian novella (1554) by Matteo Bandello.18 We could perhaps think of her as the Maria Callas of her day, though she would have paid less attention to the notes on the page.


A few years later in Paris, in November 1839, Wagner was bowled over by Berlioz’s great Shakespearean interpretation of Romeo and Juliet in his dramatic symphony. Wagner could have paid no greater compliment to Berlioz than with the palpable echoes of the symphony’s adagio love-theme that resound through Tristan und Isolde.19


In Schröder-Devrient Wagner discovered the soprano of his dreams – a singer who was as powerful an actress as she was a singer. Heinrich Laube, a close friend of Wagner’s, described her as ‘the daughter of the great Shakespeare, a descendant of the Greek gods’.20


Within a few months, in June 1834, and fired up by this experience, Wagner turned to Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, or Mass für Mass,21 as his model for a new opera, Das Liebesverbot (The Ban on Love). It had to be subtitled ‘The Novice of Palermo’ in order to placate the censor, and was a shameless bid to capture the high ground of Italianate opera that he was later so vehemently to deride.


Wagner would certainly have had Schröder-Devrient in mind for his Isabella in Liebesverbot. The opera is an exceedingly free adaptation of Measure for Measure, Wagner calling in Shakespeare to support the libertarian programme of the radical Young German movement to which he himself belonged:


All I cared about was to uncover the sinfulness of hypocrisy and the artificiality of the judicial attitude toward morality. Thus, I departed from Measure for Measure entirely and let the hypocrite be punished only by the avenging power of love.22


The finales of both acts of Liebesverbot end in un-Shakespearean populist uprisings. And Wagner crudely rewrites the ambivalent and darkly troubling ending of the play, with Isabella launching a call to arms:




Ihr Heil’gen, welche Schändlichkeit! …


Greift zu den Waffen! Auf zur Rache!


Stürzt ihn, den schändlichsten


Tyrannen!





(Holy saints, what villainy! …




Seize your weapons! Vengeance!


Topple this most shameful tyranny!)
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Illustration 5: To the left of Isolde’s spreading tree, the finale of Das Liebesverbot (The Ban on Love) in which Isabella and the King are married, a flagrant departure from Wagner’s source in Measure for Measure. On the right of the tree, Schröder-Devrient’s Romeo has his shapely leg well over the parapet in the balcony scene from Bellini’s I Capuleti e i Montecchi.






Could there be an embryonic Götterdämmerung Brünnhilde here too?


In Isolde’s picture for 1834, the wicked German killjoy Friedrich (Shakespeare’s Angelo), is seen to the left, repentant, with his wife Mariana. And we can see that, because Isolde is thinking of Shakespeare’s Duke, she has Isabella marry the King. The scene on the right takes us back to Bellini’s Romeo und Julia with Schröder-Devrient as Romeo, and an unknown Juliet.


The first performance of Das Liebesverbot, conducted by Wagner after ten days’ rehearsal, was famously a fiasco. The advertised second performance was abandoned after backstage fighting broke out between Isabella’s real-life husband and her real-life lover, the young and handsome tenor playing Claudio. The handsome tenor retreated to his dressing room with a bloodied face. So much, we may think, for the opera’s celebration of free love.


In 1837 Wagner moved to Riga as music director. It was there, he tells us, that he enjoyed ‘extremely good performances’ of Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice and King Lear.23 The indelible impression that Lear left on him is testified by Isolde’s inclusion of the play as a key experience of 1838.


To the left is a scene from Méhul’s Joseph en Égypte (Joseph in Egypt, in the German version known to Wagner Joseph in Ägypten) which Wagner much admired and conducted in Riga, while the central image is of the concluding conflagration in Rienzi on which he was working at the time. In Bulwer Lytton’s novel, the composer’s primary source, it is Rienzi’s wife who heroically perishes with him in the Capitol. But in Wagner’s version it is Rienzi’s sister Irene, surely a reincarnation of Isabella in Measure for Measure.
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Illustration 6: Isolde’s choice of significant experiences from her father’s time in Riga: Méhul’s Joseph en Egypte (Joseph in Egypt), the Capitol on fire at the end of Rienzi, Wagner’s work-in-progress, and King Lear raging in the storm.












Ludwig Tieck’s ‘authentic’ Midsummer Night’s Dream



In January 1844 Wagner travelled to Berlin to conduct the first performance there of Der fliegende Holländer (The Flying Dutchman). In the very same theatre, the Schauspielhaus, the other sensational theatrical event of the season was also playing. It had begun life in the much smaller theatre in the royal palace at Potsdam. This was A Midsummer Night’s Dream, staged by Ludwig Tieck (1773-1853), an important pioneer of the romantic movement and a good friend of Wagner’s uncle Adolf.


Tieck had been a passionate Shakespearean since his student days in Göttingen.24 In London, in 1817, he had met Coleridge and seen John and Charles Kemble and Edmund Kean in Julius Caesar, Macbeth, Richard II and other plays.25 He had also studied Edmond Malone’s researches (from 1790) into Shakespeare’s Globe and the Rose and Fortune theatres, including the original builder’s contract for the square-plan Fortune which Malone had found among Philip Henslowe’s papers.26 Tieck was well known as novelist, poet and critic, but his lifelong ambition was to put on authentic performances of the Greek and Elizabethan classics. This had foundered on the conservatism of most theatre managers and their defence of freedom to make the habitual wholescale adaptations. In 1840 Tieck was eking out a rather miserable life in Dresden. And then, at the age of 69 he was suddenly summoned to Berlin by Friedrich Wilhelm IV, who had just come to the Prussian throne. He was given a generous pension and a free hand to put on Greek plays and those by Shakespeare in whatever way he liked in the king’s private theatre in the royal palace.27
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Illustration 7: Ludwig Tieck, pioneer of the ‘authentic’ performance of classic drama. Portrait by Robert Schneider, c.1833.
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Illustration 8: Felix Mendelssohn, whose well-known incidental music was commissioned for Tieck’s sensational 1843 staging of A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Portrait by Theodor Hildebrandt, 1835.






He had long dreamt of staging Shakespeare not, as was the invariable practice, behind a proscenium arch in an Italianate theatre, but on an open stage, with minimal scenery and props, and surrounded by the audience. He wanted the words, the acting, to do the talking, not beautiful scenery.28 We are back with the ‘Muse of Fire’ prologue to Henry V:




let us, ciphers to this great account,


On your imaginary forces work. …


Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them


Printing their proud hoofs i’ th’ receiving earth:


For ’tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings,


Carry them here and there: jumping o’er times;


Turning th’ accomplishment of many years


Into an hour-glass.





Wagner had reason enough to attend Tieck’s Midsummer Night’s Dream, not least because Tieck’s story, ‘Der getreue Eckart und der Tannenhäuser’ (Faithful Eckart and Tannenhäuser, 1799) was a source for Tannhäuser, the very opera on which he was currently working. And there would have been his covert curiosity about the incidental music for A Midsummer Night’s Dream, specially commissioned from a rival, Felix Mendelssohn, the court’s music director. (The well-known overture had been written much earlier, in 1826.)


With hindsight we know that despite his assiduous research, Tieck’s understanding of the Elizabethan stage was far from perfect. The only visual image he had was a vignette, supposedly of the Red Bull theatre in Clerkenwell, which opened around 1605. The vignette was part of the title page of a Latin-verse play Roxana (c. 1595) by William Alabaster that wasn’t printed until 1632.
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Illustration 9: Tieck’s slender information about the reality of Shakespeare’s theatres came from the small panel (middle of the bottom row of images) on the title page of Gugielmo Alabastro’s tragedy, Roxana, published in 1632. It shows a performance in the Red Bull theatre in Clerkenwell some time after 1605.
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Illustration 10: Notice the spectators in the stage boxes and the curtains flapping behind the performers in this detail of the Red Bull stage from the Roxana title page.






Tieck knew that a Shakespearean theatre would have had an apron stage, pillars supporting an upper storey, a retiring house in the middle and a balcony.29 But how could he hope to create any of this in the king’s baroque private theatre at Potsdam?30
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Illustration 11: The first performances of Tieck’s Midsummer Night’s Dream took place at Potsdam in the Royal Theatre of the Neues Palais. Built in 1769, it is a jewel of a Baroque theatre, this photo showing the front of the auditorum and part of the proscenium.
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Illustration 12: The amphitheatre of the Royal Theatre. It is hard to imagine how it could have accomodated Mendelssohn’s orchestra of fifty for A Midsummer Night’s Dream as well as the privileged courtly audience.






The theatre was so small that Tieck couldn’t even hope to extend the stage forward through the proscenium arch. He therefore concentrated on using the space behind the proscenium to come, as closely as he could, to the Shakespearean stage as he understood it. He commissioned designs from Johann Karl Jacob Gerst, the Court’s principal scenic artist (and, incidentally, also the designer for the fliegende Holländer performances).31 Gerst created three different levels for performance, dividing the stage into nine ‘boxes’. The boxes could be curtained off with rug hangings, thus permitting the action to proceed continuously, while ‘settings’ for the next scene were created behind the rugs.32 The design for Act Three (Shakespeare’s Act Five, the wedding of Theseus and Hippolyta) clearly shows the nine ‘boxes’ and the steps.
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Illustrations 13 and 14: From J. K. J. Gerst’s 1843 designs for Ein Sommernachtstraum.


Above, Titania’s bower. This, was created in the central ‘box’ on the lower level, as shown below in the setting for the wedding scene. The pillars framed the entrance to Theseus’s palace, from which he and Hippolyta made their entrance. The fairies, tumbling all over the steps, created what Fanny Mendelssohn called ‘a moment of pure magic’.






There is little question that Tieck’s vision must have been seriously compromised by the superfluity of performers, without which the king and the audience would doubtless have considered themselves short-changed.33 The small theatre had to accommodate Mendelssohn’s orchestra of some 50 players, and there were more than 100 performers on stage. Eyewitnesses, including Mendelssohn’s sister Fanny, extolled the way in which Tieck had the fairies – children from the ballet school – tumbling down the steps and everywhere bewitching the stage. Whatever the shortcomings, the novelties of the production made it a huge hit34 and it soon transferred to the very much larger Schauspielhaus on the Gendarmenmarkt, where Wagner was to see it.
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Illustration 15: So successful was the Tieck/Mendelssohn Midsummer Night’s Dream that it moved to a far larger theatre, Karl Friedrich Schinkel’s Schauspielhaus on the Gendarmenplatz in Berlin. Coloured engraving, c.1821, of the newly opened theatre.






Here’s how Titania’s bower scene looked in the Schauspielhaus (Illustration 16).


Tieck’s production cannot have failed to impact upon the 30-year-old Wagner. And it came at a critical stage in his career. His responses35 were muted by envy of the far greater success of A Midsummer Night’s Dream – his own fliegende Holländer in the same theatre being withdrawn after a mere four performances – and most particularly by envy of Mendelssohn’s music. But it seems to me more than likely that Tieck’s hugely successful Midsummer Night’s Dream may have nudged Wagner away from the heroic, legendary matter of Der fliegende Holländer, Tannhäuser and Lohengrin, and towards the richly rounded, human world that, quite exceptionally for him, he was to dramatize in Die Meistersinger.


For it was in 1845, only a year after the Berlin Midsummer Night’s Dream, that Wagner first sketched his idea for what was intended to be a compact, comic opera, a ‘jovial Satyr-play’36 that would be easy to perform and would make him a lot of money.37 Although the principal textual sources for Die Meistersinger are the accounts by Gervinus and Wagenseil of the Nuremberg Meistersinger guilds of the sixteenth century, there was surely no little encouragement in that direction in Shakespeare’s confident handling of his down-to-earth mechanicals, quite possibly seen by Wagner as caricature, parodistic versions of the cobblers, bakers and tailors he was to portray in Die Meistersinger. Professor Roger Paulin, Tieck’s biographer, nicely suggests that ‘one might perhaps see Wagner’s Hans Sachs as a kind of fulfilment of the Tieckian image of Shakespeare the actor-producer-poet’.38
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Illustration 16: There was very much more room for the orchestra and players of Tieck’s Midsummer Night’s Dream in the Schauspielhaus. Abundant foliage, partially concealing the steps, framed Titania’s bower in the lower, central ‘box’. Wagner’s Der fliegende Holländer also performed in the Schauspielhaus, and with scenery by Gerst, failed to enjoy the same success. The artist’s impression is from the Leipzig Illustrirte Zeitung.






Isolde Wagner’s souvenir picture for 1845 shows first, to the left, the first performance of Tannhäuser, and then her father holidaying in Marienbad where he wrote the first prose sketch for Die Meistersinger. To the right we therefore see Hans Sachs with his shoes and Beckmesser with his lute.


If there is midsummer mayhem and madness in Midsummer Night’s Dream, what else do we find in Die Meistersinger, the climax of which of course takes place on Johannistag, or Midsummer Day? It is surely not insignificant that Wagner knew Shakespeare’s play through Christoph Martin Wieland’s German translation, which was originally subtitled ‘Ein St Johannis Nachts-Traum’ – ‘a St John’s Night Dream’. And surely we can think of Beckmesser as a reincarnation of Malvolio from Twelfth Night, his yellow cross-gartered wooing of Olivia incredulously seen by her as ‘very midsummer madness’.39 Just like Malvolio, Beckmesser is ‘notoriously abused’. Like Malvolio, he finds his nemesis in discovering, and crassly misinterpreting, the writing on a sheet of paper.


[image: ]

Illustration 17: On 13 April 1845 Wagner finished Tannhäuser, its Wartburg location depicted on the left in Isolde’s watercolour. He and his then wife Minna recuperated with a five-week holiday in Marienbad (middle picture) where on 16 July he completed his first prose sketch for Die Meistersinger, and on 3 August a similiar text for Lohengrin. On the right we see Isolde’s idea of Nuremberg, with Sachs and Beckmesser in the foreground.






In Cosima Wagner’s 1888 Bayreuth revival of Die Meistersinger she rescued Beckmesser from being little more than the usual caricature by having him played by Fritz Friedrichs, who was primarily known as an actor rather than a singer. Maybe not cross-gartered, but the type is unmistakable. In David McVicar’s 2011 Glyndebourne production, Johannes Martin Kränzle gave a brilliantly Malvolio-esque performance of the role.







Shakespearean echoes


Following the failure of the 1849 revolution in Dresden – in which Wagner took an active part – the composer had a price on his head and had to flee Saxony for Switzerland. His work was seriously held up, a contributory factor being the problem of how to find the right form for the Ring. Although looking over his shoulder to Greek tragedy, he saw that ‘a single, closed drama’ as espoused by the Greeks couldn’t be of use to him. So, now living in exile in Zürich, he put composition aside and embarked on a massive exploration of theatrical and operatic history in order to map out his own way.



OEBPS/images/pg22-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg23.jpg
cq:‘-i’&ﬁ—u—l S R
\ v, || 4






OEBPS/images/pg14.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg24.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg25.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg11.jpg
te Aus Bapreuth.

Aefdyylus md Shakesyeare, nad Porges die beiden eimyigen Sihnendidter, welde Wagner an die Seile geflelit
werden kinnen, madjen im vorfdriftsmafigen Frad dew Meifter ifre Aufwartung.





OEBPS/images/pg26.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title Page



		Copyright



		Epigraph



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction by John Deathridge



		Prelude



		Part One: The Master’s Dream



		1. Wagner and his Shakespeare



		2. Reckoning up the Ring



		3. Designs on the Ring









		Part Two: Arts of Interpretation



		4. Tristan und Isolde, Vienna 1903



		5. Damming the Rhine



		6. Reinventing Wagner after Hitler



		7. A Touch of Wagnermania









		Part Three: A Quartet of Conductors



		8. Toscanini: Champion of the Divine Art



		9. Klemperer: Sufferings and Greatness



		10. Karajan: The Conductor as Supreme Being



		11. Solti: Still Climbing the Mountain









		Part Four: Opera Backstage: the Dramaturg’s Story



		12. Phantom at the Royal Opera



		13. Blood on the Carpet



		14. Michael Tippett on Opera









		Selected Writings



		Index



		Illustration Credits











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Introduction by John Deathridge



		Part One: The Master’s Dream



		1. Wagner and his Shakespeare



		Index



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the print version





		Cover Page



		i



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171











OEBPS/images/logo-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg15.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780718897420.jpg
Wagner S Theatre
3 In Satrch of a Legacy






OEBPS/images/pg16.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg18.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg19.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg20-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg20-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg21-1.jpg
al_u?zz, et |






OEBPS/images/pg21-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg22-1.jpg





