

  

    

      

    

  




Richard Wagner


My Life (Summarized Edition)

Enriched edition. Exile, upheaval, and the birth of the Ring: an opera composer’s memoir of Paris failures, Dresden uprising, leitmotifs, patronage, and Gesamtkunstwerk.

Introduction, Studies, Commentaries and Summarization by Phelan Reed

Edited and published by Quickie Classics, 2025


      EAN 8596547876182
  


    Contact: musaicumbooks@okpublishing.info




[image: ]



Quickie Classics summarizes timeless works with precision, preserving the author’s voice and keeping the prose clear, fast, and readable—distilled, never diluted. Enriched Edition extras: Introduction · Synopsis · Historical Context · Author Biography · Brief Analysis · 4 Reflection Q&As · Editorial Footnotes.



Introduction




Table of Contents




    My Life turns a composer’s pursuit of artistic unity into a chronicle of self-making amid a volatile nineteenth-century Europe. Richard Wagner’s autobiography, known in German as Mein Leben, stands within the broad tradition of life-writing that merges personal history with artistic reflection. Dictated across years in the later nineteenth century, it first circulated privately before wider publication. Its settings span the cultural centers of Central Europe, where opera houses, salons, and political currents intersect. The book presents not only the trajectory of a celebrated composer but also the forging of an artistic identity shaped by travel, collaboration, conflict, and aspiration in an era of intense cultural change.

The premise is straightforward yet capacious: Wagner narrates his origins, apprenticeships, struggles for recognition, and evolving artistic convictions, presenting his life as the matrix from which his works arise. The voice is expansive and rhetorical, alternating between intimate confession and public manifesto. Readers encounter digressions on theater practice, musicianship, and the pressures of patronage, alongside scenes of rehearsal rooms and city streets. The style rewards patient attention, moving from anecdote to argument with operatic flair. Without relying on technical jargon, the tone assumes a musically literate audience, inviting them into a self-portrait that doubles as a workshop of ideas.

Key themes emerge early and persist: the tension between artistic independence and institutional power; the hazards and uses of exile; the allure and risk of patronage; and the composer’s proprietorship over his own legend. My Life continually asks who gets to narrate an artist’s life—the subject, the public, or posterity—and how that authority is won. Wagner highlights the practical demands of mounting large-scale works while framing those labors within a vision of art as a transformative social force. The result is a sustained meditation on ambition, loyalty, reputation, and the price of turning one’s life into an aesthetic project.

The book’s geographic and social map amplifies those concerns. From German stages to cosmopolitan circles abroad, Wagner portrays a Europe of border-crossing musicians, impresarios, and critics whose fortunes rise and fall with political tides. Cities function as characters: places of opportunity, rivalry, and reinvention. Operatic institutions emerge as ecosystems where conductors, singers, craftsmen, and patrons negotiate tastes and resources. Without dwelling on private scandal, the narrative suggests how artistic networks form and fracture, and how travel—forced or chosen—reshapes a creative voice. Through this panorama, readers see how a composer navigates both marketplace and court, both rehearsal hall and public square.

As autobiography, My Life also behaves like an aesthetic treatise. Wagner explains the labor of composition in concrete terms—rehearsals, orchestral color, stage mechanics—while connecting those details to a larger ideal of unified drama, poetry, and music. He describes craft not as a private mystery but as a public responsibility: a promise to audiences and collaborators that artistic form can reflect human experience at scale. The prose is often argumentative, but its insistence is part of the performance, making the book an artifact of nineteenth-century artistic debate as much as a record of one career’s twists and turns.

For contemporary readers, the work remains resonant because it dramatizes questions that still animate cultural life: how artists fashion public identities, how they rationalize choices under pressure, and how institutions shape what gets heard. It foregrounds the ethics of influence and the economics of creation, illuminating the bargains that sustain ambitious art. The narrative’s self-awareness—its acknowledgment of narrative control and selective emphasis—invites a critical reading without requiring prior specialized knowledge. In an age of memoir, brand-building, and cultural contention, Wagner’s account offers a case study in the uses and limits of artistic self-explanation.

Approached as both story and argument, My Life provides an immersive, spoiler-safe entry into the world that produced some of the nineteenth century’s most debated works. It rewards readers interested in biography, music history, and the sociology of the arts, while remaining accessible as a study of ambition under constraint. The book matters now because it demonstrates how personal narrative can shape reception long after a premiere, and because it models a fierce—sometimes uncomfortable—honesty about artistic aims. To read it is to witness the making of a persona and to consider how such making continues to influence cultural conversations today.
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    My Life is Richard Wagner’s autobiographical account, dictated in the later decades of the nineteenth century and initially intended for private circulation. It opens with his childhood in Leipzig and Dresden, describing a household steeped in theater through his stepfather’s profession and the cultural life of the time. Wagner recalls early schooling, voracious reading, and first encounters with music that prompted an ambition to write for the stage. The narrative frames these formative years as a steady shift from literary aspirations to composition, culminating in the awakening force of orchestral sound and the conviction that drama and music should be fused in a single, living art.

The memoir moves into Wagner’s youth as a budding composer, recounting student days in Leipzig and the gradual acquisition of technique through study and disciplined practice. He sketches his earliest attempts at opera, the lessons gleaned from choral and theatrical work, and the excitement of hearing major repertoire performed. Small professional posts lead him to practical stagecraft and the realities of rehearsal rooms. Wagner emphasizes how these experiences shaped his sense of pacing, declamation, and musical rhetoric, while also hinting at the ambitions that quickly exceeded the limited means and routine expectations of provincial theater life.

Wagner then describes his entry into the jobbing world of German opera houses, the challenges of unreliable companies, and his marriage to the actress Minna Planer. Moves to different cities bring unstable contracts and debts, culminating in an escape from creditors and a storm-tossed voyage that deposits him in Paris. There he tries to gain a foothold amid the prestigious institutions of French grand opera. He recalls meetings with well-known musicians, strenuous arranging and copying work, and the conception of large-scale projects, all against a backdrop of poverty, delayed hopes, and a growing impatience with prevailing operatic fashions.

A breakthrough arrives when a major opera of his is accepted for production in Dresden, opening the door to a court conducting appointment. Wagner narrates the rehearsals and premiere preparations in granular detail, portraying the balance between administrative obligation and artistic drive. Subsequent works follow, each grappling with mythic subjects and the demands of a newly assertive orchestral language. He records the pressures of public taste, the volatile climate of criticism, and his evolving conviction that music must grow organically from the drama rather than adorn it, laying the groundwork for a developing theory of music drama.

Political upheaval interrupts this ascent. Wagner recounts his involvement with revolutionary circles, the failure of the uprising, and his flight into exile. Switzerland becomes the anchor for a new phase of reflection and creation. He writes programmatic essays that argue for the unity of the arts and the regeneration of theater, and he begins conceiving a far-reaching mythological cycle. The memoir details friendships, patronage, and the labor of drafting poems and scores, while acknowledging strains in his domestic life. Throughout, he links creative progress to a broader cultural critique that seeks renewal beyond the opera customs he has come to reject.

Philosophical discovery shapes the next stage, as Wagner encounters ideas that deepen his thinking about desire, renunciation, and musical expression. He charts the genesis of a tragic love drama that demands unprecedented vocal and orchestral intensity, alongside continued work on segments of the mythic cycle. Travels to various cities bring attempts to secure performances, including a contested Paris staging that crystallizes his mistrust of certain operatic institutions. The memoir weighs failure and resolve in equal measure, presenting setbacks not as detours but as clarifying tests of artistic purpose and practical strategy.

Amnestied from political penalties, Wagner resumes contact with German theaters and musical allies. The narrative highlights the support of eminent performers and conductors, new friendships, and a deepening relationship that will figure prominently in his personal life. He traces the conception of a comic yet serious masterwork rooted in guild traditions and communal artistry, while continuing long-range plans for his cycle. Administrative burdens, controversies over rehearsal methods, and money troubles persist. Yet he insists on the need for dedicated conditions—capable ensembles, coherent staging, and thoughtful criticism—to bring his envisioned synthesis of music and drama to life.

A decisive change arrives when royal patronage extends an invitation and financial relief, allowing Wagner to relocate and work under protection. He describes courtly expectations, local politics, and the renewed possibility of realizing large projects, including the recent love tragedy and the comedy of masters. This influx of support brings its own frictions with the press and the public, and the memoir recounts quarrels, withdrawals, and returns with a plainness that is both defensive and revealing. The tone oscillates between gratitude and impatience as he argues for institutions willing to risk discomfort for artistic integrity.

The book closes near this turning point, with Wagner poised between vindication and unfinished ambitions. He looks toward completing an expansive cycle and imagines a properly equipped venue to present it as a communal experience rather than mere entertainment. My Life thus fuses itinerary, workshop notebook, and polemic: a chronicle of theaters entered and left, allies gained and lost, and ideas tested against circumstance. Its broader significance lies in the firsthand portrait of a nineteenth-century composer redefining opera’s aims, while reminding readers that the narrative—rich in insight and bias alike—remains a self-fashioned lens on a transformative career.
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    In 1813, amid the Napoleonic upheavals and the reorganization of Central Europe, Richard Wagner was born in Leipzig, a trade and university city within the post‑1815 German Confederation. The city’s musical institutions, notably the Thomaskirche and the Gewandhaus, embodied a canon-centered tradition shaped by Sebastian Bach’s legacy and the concert culture of the early nineteenth century. Romanticism’s expansion, the rise of German literary nationalism, and the network of court theaters provided the environment in which Wagner was educated and first worked. This setting grounded his lifelong engagement with institutional music-making while sharpening his ambition to reform opera as a culturally unifying art.

Early professional life unfolded across precarious provincial stages that typified German theatrical production before unification. Wagner held posts or engagements in Würzburg, Magdeburg, Königsberg, and Riga during the 1830s, learning repertory under tight budgets and unstable management. Debt and professional frustration drove him to Paris in 1839, then Europe’s operatic capital dominated by grand opéra and the Paris Opéra’s patronage system. Encounters with Giacomo Meyerbeer’s influence and the machinery of French spectacle clarified Wagner’s opposition to prevailing taste. The perilous sea voyage to London en route to Paris, often cited by Wagner, later fed his maritime imagination and artistic myth-making.

After Paris disappointments, Wagner reoriented his career in Dresden, capital of the Kingdom of Saxony. Rienzi premiered there in 1842, opening doors to his appointment as one of the Royal Saxon Court Theatre’s Kapellmeisters in 1843. The Flying Dutchman followed in 1843, and Tannhäuser in 1845, as Wagner advanced ideas about continuous musical drama against established operatic numbers. Dresden’s court opera offered resources, a disciplined orchestra, and ceremonial responsibilities, but also critics and bureaucratic constraints. These years consolidated his reputation and intensified his critique of operatic convention, positioning him within a broader German debate about tradition, innovation, and national culture.

The European revolutions of 1848–1849 overturned many German states’ routines and reshaped Dresden’s politics. Wagner moved within radical democratic circles and participated in the 1849 uprising that briefly seized parts of the city. When Saxon and Prussian forces suppressed the revolt, a warrant forced his flight into exile, aided by friends including Franz Liszt. The repression that followed silenced many theatres, tightened surveillance, and scattered artists across borders. This crisis reframed Wagner’s thinking about art’s social mission, linking aesthetic reform to political transformation. My Life recounts these events to explain his break with court service and the ensuing years abroad.

Exile in Zurich, then a refuge for political émigrés, became Wagner’s laboratory for theory and long-form projects. There he published Art and Revolution and The Artwork of the Future, arguing for a communal, integrative theatre. Opera and Drama (1851) laid out dramaturgical principles behind the Ring des Nibelungen, whose poetic texts he drafted in the early 1850s. From 1854 he engaged deeply with Arthur Schopenhauer’s philosophy, bearing on Tristan und Isolde’s conception. Supported by Zurich’s bourgeois patrons, notably the Wesendoncks, he composed while lacking a permanent institutional stage. These conditions fostered independence from court theatres and sharpened his polemical voice.

Wider German musical networks sustained Wagner’s visibility during exile. In Weimar, under the court’s patronage and Franz Liszt’s advocacy, Lohengrin premiered in 1850, keeping Wagner in the public ear despite his absence. The 1850s witnessed polemics between the so‑called New German School, associated with Liszt and Wagner, and more conservative currents championed elsewhere. Critics debated program music, symphonic innovation, and the future of opera in journals like the Neue Zeitschrift für Musik. Wagner’s own controversies, including the pseudonymous 1850 essay Jewishness in Music and its expanded 1869 version, reveal the era’s fractious discourse and his combative self-justification.

Amnestied by Saxony in 1862, Wagner returned to the German states amid accelerating national consolidation and expanding railway-linked cultural markets. He struggled with debts and sought institutional backing to realize his evolving music dramas. A decisive turn came in 1864 when the young King Ludwig II of Bavaria summoned him to Munich, paid pressing liabilities, and offered court protection. Ludwig’s patronage enabled performances with first‑rate forces and new rehearsal standards, while provoking public controversy and ministerial resistance. This royal sponsorship frames the point at which My Life’s narrative closes, situating Wagner between embattled innovator and officially sanctioned reformer within a modernizing monarchy.

Wagner began dictating My Life in 1865, soon after Ludwig’s intervention, and continued through 1880 with Cosima Wagner recording and editing. Intended for private circulation, the autobiography was printed in a very limited edition at royal expense and remained largely inaccessible until a public edition appeared in 1911. The work blends detailed recollection with advocacy for his artistic program, portraying institutions—Paris Opéra, German court theatres, the press—as forces to overcome or convert. It registers the shocks of 1848, the exile networks, and shifting patronage from courts to bourgeois audiences. In doing so, it both mirrors and critiques nineteenth‑century Europe’s cultural transformations.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    Richard Wagner (1813–1883) was a German composer, dramatist, conductor, and theorist whose operatic innovations reshaped European music and theater in the nineteenth century. Active across the tumultuous decades surrounding the 1848 revolutions and the rise of German nationalism, he pursued a reform of opera into what he called music drama, integrating poetry, staging, and orchestral design. His works—spanning early Romantic grand gestures to harmonically adventurous later scores—prompted fervent devotion and intense controversy. Wagner also built an institutional framework for his art in the Bayreuth Festival, ensuring controlled performance conditions. His writings and music left a long, complicated legacy that still provokes engagement.

Raised in Leipzig, Wagner attended local schools and briefly enrolled at the University of Leipzig, focusing increasingly on music and theater. He studied composition with the Thomasschule cantor Christian Theodor Weinlig, whose tutelage grounded him in counterpoint and large-form writing. Early inspirations included Beethoven’s symphonic example and the German Romantic operas of Carl Maria von Weber, as well as the spectacle of French grand opera associated with Giacomo Meyerbeer. Wagner absorbed literary influences from classical tragedy and German medieval sources, which later fed his librettos. In the 1850s he read Arthur Schopenhauer, whose philosophy decisively shaped his mature aesthetics and musical rhetoric.

Before achieving wider prominence, Wagner held conducting and theatrical posts in several German and Baltic cities, gaining practical experience with singers, orchestra, and stagecraft. He composed the grand opera Rienzi, premiered in Dresden in 1842, which brought him attention. The Flying Dutchman followed, drawing on nautical legends, and then Tannhäuser, both premiered in Dresden during the 1840s. Lohengrin, completed before his exile, received its first performance in Weimar in 1850 under the advocacy of Franz Liszt, while Wagner was unable to attend. These works established a strengthening orchestral role and recurring motives, even as critical responses ranged from ardent support to strenuous objection.

Appointed Royal Saxon Court Conductor in Dresden in the 1840s, Wagner rose to a prominent institutional role. His political engagement during the 1849 uprising in Dresden forced him into exile, and he settled for years in Switzerland. There he wrote major theoretical essays—including Art and Revolution, The Artwork of the Future, and Opera and Drama—articulating the ideal of the Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art. He drafted the librettos for the tetralogy Der Ring des Nibelungen and began composition. During this period he also published the polemical Judaism in Music, an anti-Semitic text that remains a central and troubling aspect of his legacy.

Wagner’s fortunes changed when King Ludwig II of Bavaria became his patron in the 1860s, enabling debts to be addressed and ambitious projects revived. This support facilitated the Munich premieres of two landmark works: Tristan und Isolde in 1865 and Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg in 1868. Tristan’s chromatic language challenged prevailing tonal norms and influenced subsequent composers, while Meistersinger offered a contrasting vision anchored in German civic and musical tradition. These scores also refined his leitmotif technique and an ‘endless melody’ approach to vocal writing. Public and critical responses remained polarized, amid debates about aesthetics, performance logistics, and finances.

Determined to create a venue tailored to his ideals, Wagner oversaw construction of the Festspielhaus in Bayreuth, a theater with a recessed orchestra pit and acoustics designed for his scores. In 1876 the first Bayreuth Festival presented the complete Ring cycle: Das Rheingold, Die Walküre, Siegfried, and Götterdämmerung. The event drew international attention and set a precedent for festival-based repertory performance. Bayreuth also fostered disciplined staging and orchestral standards under Wagner’s supervision. Cosima Wagner played an increasing organizational role, helping to institutionalize the festival’s practices and interpretive traditions that would shape the reception of his works long after the composer’s death.

Wagner’s final years centered on Bayreuth and the completion of Parsifal, a work with a sacred subject that premiered at the festival in 1882. He died the following year in Venice and was buried in Bayreuth, which remained the focal point for performances of his operas. His influence radiated across music, theater, and film, from the harmonic expansions taken up by Bruckner, Mahler, and Richard Strauss to leitmotivic techniques in modern scoring. At the same time, his writings and their later political appropriations have prompted persistent ethical scrutiny. The Bayreuth Festival continues, reflecting both the artistic achievements and the complexities of his legacy.
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I was born in Leipzig on 22 May 1813 in the ‘Red and White Lion[1]’, baptized two days later at St. Thomas’s[2] as Wilhelm Richard. My father, police clerk Friedrich Wagner, aimed at the chief constableship, yet the Battle of Leipzig[3]’s turmoil and a raging fever killed him that October. His friend, actor-painter Ludwig Geyer[4], married my widowed mother within a year, moved us to Dresden, and became head of our brood of seven. Court portrait commissions and a steady engagement at the new Court Theatre improved his fortunes; he placed me in school under his own surname, so until fourteen I answered to Richard Geyer.

Living with Geyer I dabbled in paints, copying King Frederick Augustus, but a pedantic cousin soon killed my zeal. After a wasting illness that nearly ended me, Geyer’s steady hope brought me back to vigor. The stage amazed me: from a magic box I watched him stalk as villains in Die Waise und der Mörder[5] and Die beiden Galeerensklaven, then I joined the play. Winged and tight-clad I posed as an angel in Der Weinberg an der Elbe, devoured a huge iced cake "sent by the King," and later spoke lines in Kotzebue’s Menschenhass und Reue[6], boasting at school of glorious rehearsals.

At six I boarded with Pastor Wetzel in Possendorf; evenings brought Robinson Crusoe, Mozart’s life, and bulletins from the Greek revolt that fired my love for Hellas. A year later a messenger reported Geyer dying. Wetzel walked me hours to Dresden; doctors battled hydrothorax[7] while I played "Üb’ immer Treu und Redlichkeit" next door. He whispered, "Is it possible he has musical talent?" and died before dawn. Mother sobbed, "He hoped to make something of you." Back in Possendorf I was recalled for the funeral; Geyer’s brother promised schooling and carried me to Eisleben. Years later Wetzel’s grave and a parsonage rebuild ended my returns.

My step-father’s younger brother, a goldsmith in Eisleben, took me in; Julius was already apprenticed to him, and our frail grandmother shared the dark back room that overlooked a narrow court. The servant snipped the mourning crape from my coat, whispering she would restore it when the old woman died. I entertained Grandmother with tales and brought new robins after the cat’s raids, and she kept me neat until her expected death, when the crape returned and I moved downstairs to the soap-boiler’s household, charming them with stories. I attended Herr Weiss’s school and later thrilled to read of his presence at a Tannhäuser concert.

Memories of the old market echoed vividly: Luther’s relics, acrobats strung a rope from tower to tower, and their daring made me practise on a cord I twisted across our yard until I could cross it with a pole. I adored the Hussar band blaring the fresh “Huntsmen’s Chorus” and debated its composer Weber with my uncle and brother; neighbours sang the Jungfernkranz, and those tunes displaced my beloved “Ypsilanti” Waltz. Scuffles over my square cap and expeditions along the Unstrut spiced the days. After my uncle married, he carried me to Leipzig, lodging me in rococo rooms whose powdered-lady portraits robbed me of sleep.

Plump Jeannette, my angular aunt, and Uncle Adolph shared the floor. He sat in a dark den, pointed felt cap amid books. Forsaking the Church, he earned a living from pen, charmed with his tenor, visited Schiller about Wallenstein and blushed at praise for juvenile poems, then issued Parnasso Italiano, for which Goethe sent a silver cup. To me, eight, he was a riddle. Soon he took me back to Dresden: Albert joined the Breslau opera, Louisa and Clara trained for the stage, Rosalie sustained Mother, even letting rooms to guests like Spohr, and I entered Kreuz School[9] at the lowest class.

My mother watched every hint of talent I showed. She came from Weissenfels, called herself “Perthes” though the name was Bertz, had baker parents, and owed her Leipzig boarding-school to “her father’s influential friend,” a Weimar prince who died suddenly. She married my father, later gaining the regard of Ludwig Geyer, who painted her. Humorous and devout, she preached and warned, “I’ll curse you if you touch the stage!” Each dawn after Geyer died she had us read a hymn before coffee; when Clara chose “Prayer to be said in time of War,” Mother cried, “Oh, stop! Gracious me! There’s no war on at present

Though funds were scarce, our house stayed lively. Friends from my stepfather’s prosperous painting days—Court-Theatre actors among them—filled our evening gatherings, and we picnicked at Loschwitz where Carl Maria von Weber cheerfully cooked at a gypsy campfire. At home Rosalie played piano while Clara tried her voice. Hoping to astonish everyone, I unearthed Geyer’s toy theatre, painted new scenery, clumsily carved puppets, and wrote a chivalric drama. My sisters discovered the script, roared with laughter, and for weeks teased me by repeating the heroine’s line, “Ich hore schon den Ritter trapsen,” until I abandoned the project.

Den Freischütz[8], with its spectres, stirred my imagination. I shivered at furniture that seemed alive, woke nightly from ghostly dreams shrieking for help, and was banished to a distant bed so others could sleep. Yet the fear drew me to backstage shadows: a painted bush, a mask, even my sisters’ silks felt like portals to another realm, my pulse racing at their touch. Growing among women sharpened that longing, but school provided steadier ground. I devoured eerie tales, ignored arithmetic, tolerated Latin, and clung to Greek, yearning to hear its heroes speak, even while grammar stood in the way.

My patchy language study soon dulled; only Grimm’s newer philology later rekindled interest, yet too late. Still, school translations and poems won Master Sillig’s favour. He had twelve-year-old me recite “Hector’s Farewell” and Hamlet’s soliloquy, and when classmate Starke dropped dead the headmaster demanded a memorial poem. Mine, dashed off, was rejected with the rest; distressed, I ran to Sillig. Together we trimmed bombast, laughing when he found my borrowed line, “The stars shall fade away, the sun himself grow dim with age, and nature sink in years.” Revised, the verses pleased the headmaster, were printed, and circulated.

Success convinced my family and me that poetry was my fate; Mother folded her hands in thanks while Sillig urged a grand epic on the Muses’ rescue of Delphi. I began the hexameters yet never finished the first canto, just as a tragedy on Ulysses’ death soon stalled. Greek myths, history, and dreams of theatre consumed me; I forged intense school friendships for verse, pranks, or wanderings. In 1820 Rosalie’s Prague engagement uprooted the household; I stayed in Dresden, lodging with the rough Bohmes. Study waned amid horseplay, quarrels, and the thrilling nearness of their grown daughters, whose arms carried a feigned-sleeping boy to bed.

Mother fetched me through blinding winter; three bone-numbing days in a hackney carriage over Bohemian mountains ended in glorious Prague. Foreign speech, peaked bonnets, roadside shrines, native wine, and the city’s antique splendor thrilled my theatrical soul. Ottilie shone within the aristocratic Pachta circle, while elegant Marsano and other wits debated Hoffmann’s eerie stories at our rooms, planting lifelong fascination. Next spring Rudolf Bohme and I marched there on foot: blisters near Teplitz, a wagon ride to Lowositz, empty purses, scorching bypaths. At dusk I begged alms from a passing coach, bought supper not a bed, and shared the inn with a harpist homeward bound.

My spirits soared beside a jovial harpist shouting "non plus ultra." He lent me two twenty-kreutzers; we emptied Czernosek wine while he thrashed his harp and repeated the motto until collapsing on straw. Dawn couldn’t rouse him, so my companion and I trudged on, sure he’d catch up; weeks later he visited my mother seeking news, not repayment. The march was hard, yet the hilltop sight of Prague felt like ecstasy. Near the suburb a carriage stopped; Ottilie’s friends knew me despite my burnt face, blue blouse, red cap. Ashamed, I hid two days under parsley, then left Prague weeping and reached Dresden unremarkably.

That summer I marched with grammar boys toward Leipzig in mock student gear. A boat carried us to Meissen; village tracks and a barn floor were road and bed. At a puppet Genovefa my mates jeered, while I sided with the peasants. Golo ordered Kaspar, "tickle him behind so he feels it in front," the Count pleading, "O Golo, Golo! thou hast told Kaspar to tickle me behind, so that I shall feel it in front!" Laughter and shame mingled. Near Grimma we hid our colours before entering Leipzig, where caps fed my wish for freedom; confirmation classes and a first Communion drained my faith.

In Dresden I rebelled. When Baumgarten-Crusius threatened punishment, I demanded dismissal, citing sudden family summons to Leipzig. I had already spent months in a garret, living on thin coffee and scribbling verse and a huge tragedy; my anxious mother agreed. Leipzig had long dazzled me, and sharing lodgings with my actress sister Louisa sounded bliss. I reached the city at Christmas 1827 and found Mother, Ottilie and little Cecilia there. Louisa, now engaged to bookseller Friedrich Brockhaus, sought entry to higher circles; her old gaiety faded, kindly rebukes became chill distance. Disillusioned, I quit the pedantic Leipzig school and all regular study.

At Leipzig I was demoted to the upper third form of St. Nicholas’s School, forced to trade Homer for tame prose, and resentment welded me to no master. Student licence beckoned, yet the true escape arrived in my uncle Adolph Wagner, a brisk scholar whose talk leapt from philology to philosophy. Daily we strode beyond the gates while he thundered of the sublime, my rapt silence pleasing him even when I nodded asleep beneath his spoken Oedipus. Domestic drama followed: eschewing farewell, he wed Fraulein Wendt during an afternoon stroll, returned, told startled Mam’selle Thome he would move out, and serenely kept visiting.

His scorn for pedants thrilled me. After I clashed with every master, the rector appealed to him; on our walk he merely chuckled, ‘So, what trouble have you brewed?’ I related the unjust whipping, and he soothed me with the Spanish maxim, “Un rey no puede morir”—the school ruler can never be wrong. Fired by his talk of Goethe, Shakespeare, Dante, I begged to open Faust; he smiled, “Too young yet.” Defiant, I poured my energy into a vast tragedy conceived in Dresden. Only my sister Ottilie knew; by candle-light she endured my ghastly scenes as thunder cracked and lightning flared.

Classwork decayed until an explosive reckoning loomed. Eager rather than afraid, I resolved to astonish the household by letting my uncle proclaim my finished manuscript. I sent him the swollen pages of Leubald und Adelaïde, along with a manifesto declaring that no scholastic yoke would stunt my freedom. Expecting applause, I instead unchained disaster. He hurried to my mother and brother-in-law, confessed his ‘indiscreet influence,’ and mourned the family’s misfortune. To me he wrote a grave rebuke, offered no kindly guidance, and left me marvelling at his sudden chill. My unforgivable offence, at fifteen, was daring to write a great tragedy.

The manuscript is gone, yet every stroke returns to him: backward letters heralded a drama brewed from Hamlet, Lear, Macbeth, and Götz. Haunted by his murdered father, the hot-blooded Leubald vows to erase the race of Roderick. He slays Roderick, then every son and kinsman, yet one obstacle bars the wished-for union with his father’s shade: the murderer’s daughter, Adelaïde. Stolen, rescued, stolen again, she meets Leubald in a dungeon during a night assault; love ignites, they flee, discover their fatal bond, and are hounded by the ghosts of both houses. Sorcery fails, madness peaks; Leubald in fury stabs Adelaïde, sinking upon her bleeding lap.

He had crammed the tale with knightly lore and the pathos of Shakespeare; Uncle Adolph, aghast, begged him to temper the “most extravagant” turns lifted from Lear and Götz, while friends bewailed wasted years and talents. Secretly he felt consoled; judgment must wait for the music he meant to add at once. In that household music belonged to his sisters: Rosalie tapped the piano, Clara, richly gifted, sang and at sixteen debuted as Rossini’s “Cenerentola,” a triumph that soon strained her voice. Their circle included conductor C. M. von Weber, the huge male-soprano Sassaroli, and Mieksch, whose visits sparked debates on German versus Italian opera.

Weber’s refined, limping figure enchanted the boy as fiercely as Sassaroli’s shrieking bulk repelled him, sealing devotion to German art and hatred of Italian intrigues. At nine his mother presented him; Weber asked, “So, will you become a musician?” She answered, “He is mad for Freischütz, yet shows no talent.” The opera’s magic nonetheless consumed him: he hounded Spiess to play the overture, then, still untaught, pecked it out himself until his mother, fearing theatrical ambitions, allowed modest lessons from Humann. By twelve he could hammer through the overture, deemed his goal achieved, explored scores unaided, yet Mozart’s Italian Don Juan felt mawkish and unmanly.

My craving for music deepened: I copied Weber’s Lützow’s Hunt after coaxing money for score paper; his death and a hunger to study Oberon fanned the flame. In Dresden’s Grosser Garten I hovered by Zillmann’s town band, trembling even at the tuning; violins’ hollow fifths and the oboe’s long A seemed ghostly summons, echoing childhood fears of stone figures at Prince Anthony’s palace. Years later, visiting Morgenroth opposite that façade, I saw the supposed specter was only a man. Beethoven’s Fidelio overture struck next; learning of his death pierced me, yet conjured visions where he and Shakespeare clasped hands, and Mozart soon joined their circle.

Longing to create music as I once spun verse, I resolved to score Leubald und Adelaïde like Beethoven’s Egmont, giving each wandering ghost a special tonal robe. To grasp the craft quickly I rented Logier’s Generalbass method by the week, convinced pocket-money would cover a brief study. Weeks stretched into months; my playing still lagged while the bill climbed toward the price of the book itself. Friedrich Wieck, keeper of the lending library, sent sharp reminders. At last I confessed, and my stunned mother, sister, and brother-in-law huddled over plans to police my studies and shield me from further musical trespass.

Domestic upheaval left me alone in Leipzig during the summer of 1829, free to indulge a mounting musical fever. Secret harmony lessons with G. Müller soon repelled me; theory felt arid beside the living phantoms of Hoffmann’s tales. Haunted by Kreissler, I found a supposed counterpart in lank, twitching Flachs, perpetual hanger-on at garden concerts. His solitary raptures and jerking nods seemed holy signs, so I courted him, marvelled at his room crammed with scores—though merely obscure masses. He arranged one of my airs and the band played it. When gossip exposed him as a half-wit ensnared by a dubious lover, shame drove me away.

At home I completed a Sonata in D minor and began a pastoral play modeled on Goethe’s Laune der Verliebten, writing words, music, and orchestration together; ignorance of technique did not stop me shaping trios, a tenor air, an arranged Don Juan aria, and a quartet in D major once I mastered the viola clef. Carrying these pages, I walked to Magdeburg to visit my sister Clara and her husband Wolfram. There I met conductor Kühnlein, devotee of Mozart and fierce foe of Weber. After reading my work he pronounced, “Not a single good note!” I left proud with a copy of Beethoven’s E-flat quartet.

Back in Leipzig with Beethoven’s treasure, I found my family returned. The school exposed my six-month truancy, prompting a family council. Brother-in-law Brockhaus wanted me sent to Weimar to study piano with Hummel; I insisted that music meant composing. They settled on renewed harmony lessons with Müller, still unpaid, and a vow to attend St. Nicholas’s. Both burdens soon bored me. Dry exercises repelled me, though I secretly spun fantasias and overtures. Hoping to shine I penned a Greek chorus on the War of Liberation; masters dismissed it as impudence. I endured lessons lost in private reading and dreams.

As diligent copying became my school, I filled pages with a neat hand; copies of the C-minor and Ninth symphonies survive. Musicians said Beethoven had been half-mad when he wrote the Ninth, and the rumor drew me. The opening pure fifths felt like my life’s keynote, so I copied the whole score. Dawn once startled me into bed as if a ghost leapt from the page. No piano version existed, so I made one, sent it to Schott, and received the Missa Solemnis with the reply: "We have not yet planned a piano edition of the Ninth, but will gladly keep your laborious work.

To grasp orchestral craft I scraped a cheap violin—my mother paid Sipp eight thalers—and for three months tortured the family with Mayseder variations, never past the third. Soon theatre reclaimed me. Dresden’s Court managers ran Leipzig’s stage; with my sister Rosalie I slipped in nightly. Shakespeare, Schiller, Marschner’s Der Vampyr and Der Templer und die Jüdin, an Italian troupe enthralled me. Yet all paled when Wilhelmine Schroder-Devrient shone in Fidelio. After the curtain I wrote: "From this night my life gains meaning; if ever my name is praised, remember you forged my destiny." She kept the note and recited it to me in 1842.

The experience upended my studies. I longed to create something worthy of Schroder-Devrient, yet finding it impossible, I abandoned disciplined work and plunged into the moment with random companions and reckless indulgence. I joined every diversion of student life, marvelling at its outward ugliness and inward emptiness. My friendships sprang from chance: I wanted only a listener for my torrents of feeling. After pouring myself out, I would notice the other offered no response; pressing him to speak, I discovered he had nothing, and the bond dissolved. Thus, amid riotous drinking and ragging, I remained alone, sheltered by frivolity until my spirit grew strong.

At Easter 1830 I quit St. Nicholas’s in disgrace and studied privately six months before St. Thomas’s. Uncle Adolph reignited science and music, yet Greek lessons failed; Sophocles wilted under the tanyard stench. To earn pocket-money I corrected proofs of Becker’s Universal History for eightpence a sheet, forcing me to deepen thin schooling that had taught Marathon, Salamis, Thermopylae. The Middle Ages and the French Revolution now loomed vividly; their cruelty sickened me. Then Leipzig Gazette extras roared of the July Revolution: king expelled, Lafayette riding, Swiss Guards butchered, a new monarch posing as “the embodiment of the Republic.” I, seventeen, exulted.

Upheavals swept Europe; I saw them as youthful forces battering the worn-out. Dresden street battles proclaimed Prince Frederick regent and granted a constitution, inspiring me to write a political overture whose sombre opening burst into the words “Friedrich und Freiheil” and a victory I dreamed of hearing in a Leipzig garden. Before music could sound, riots flared at home. Students, sworn foes of the police, vowed to rescue comrades seized in a brawl. One evening the Market filled; leaders formed ranks, we sang “Gaudeamus igitur,” gathered sympathisers, and marched on the University. In Paulinum’s court Rector Krug, bare-headed, announced the prisoners free, earning a cheer.

The restless crowd craved a victim, so we rushed to a foul alley to chastise a magistrate shielding a brothel. I arrived as doors splintered and, seized by fury, smashed chairs and crockery with the others. Called again, we stormed a second den, committing fresh outrages. Dawn found me sober, clutching a torn red curtain as proof I had not dreamed. Society excused youthful zeal, yet the next nights the rabble turned against employers and the wealthy. Soldiers were absent, so officials begged students’ aid. We assembled in mediaeval array, club names shouted by councillors, and set guards at gates, merchants’ yards and threatened inns.

Though not yet enrolled, I courted the campus 'cocks of the walk' with a mix of cheek and flattery, my kinship to Brockhaus winning me welcome among the champions bivouacked in his garden. When the mob threatened his presses, student detachments guarded the grounds, feasting on his hospitality while I reveled in the true saturnalia of ambition among the celebrated 'bloods.' Later the same volunteers manned the city gates; wagonloads of daring scholars from Halle, Jena, Göttingen and beyond poured in, lived on council vouchers, and dreaded only that peace might end our splendid watch. I missed neither day nor night.

As quieter classmates withdrew, the flower of undergraduates clung to the post until Brockhaus, hailed for a fiery Guildhall speech, became second captain of the new Municipal Guard that finally ousted us and claimed the right to check passes. Feeling myself a junior citizen, I devoured newspapers yet still followed my comrades from guardroom to tavern. To join them properly I re-entered St. Thomas’s, but instead of studies founded the mock 'Freshman’s Club': a pedantic 'Comment,' sword drills, and an inaugural feast where I sat as 'Vice' in white buckskins. When the masters refused me advancement, I declared for music.

Matriculated as 'Studiosus Musicae,' I rushed to the fencing school, gained admission to 'Saxonia,' and, before the Easter break scattered the 'men,' secured the coveted colours. During the holiday I alone represented the club in Leipzig, mixing with wanderers who never went home and had stretched a three-year course to seven. Their leader was Gebhardt: tall, beautiful, so strong he lifted companions like wings or stopped a racing cab by a wheel. At his side strode fiery Degelow and berserker Stelzer, called 'Lope.' Amid their reckless revels I bonded with witty Hanoverian Schroter, discovered Heine’s verses, and met him daily in Rosenthal or Kintschy’s chalet.

Rival university colours could turn gentle men savage once the grog flowed, yet, thanks to Schroter, I roamed their den unharmed, flaunting a silver-embroidered Saxon cap I had bought from Müller. One afternoon in our usual wine bar Degelow amiably confided his love for a pretty young actress; Schroter scoffed at her talent, and Degelow praised her virtue. I asked, “Is my sister’s reputation any less?” He answered he meant no slight but still upheld his claim. By student code I snapped, “You’re an ass!” Lightning flashed in his eyes, yet he kept decorum, issued the formal challenge, and chose curved broadswords.

News of our clash excited the rowdies; I still joined them, yet now challenged every slight until Count Solms, only clubmate in town, praised my zeal but urged me to hide our colours and avoid that crowd. Term reopened; seconds, dates, and training were arranged. For experience I took “carrying duty,” sneaking rapiers to a Burgstrasse billiard room where the table served as gallery. Stories surfaced of Levy backing through the doorway. Tempel faced Wohlfart. Asked if I should leave, Wohlfart laughed, “Let the little freshman stay!” Tempel cut his arm artery; surgeons forbade him fencing for years, cancelling the bout and lifting spirits.

At the Green Tap reunion duels sprouted; I challenged Tischer yet learned two other foes had disappeared in debt, while Stelzer, nicknamed Lope, slipped among Polish exiles to the Foreign Legion. Walking back, Degelow proposed a truce; arm in arm he said, “Crossing swords with you will be an honour and pleasure.” We embraced, he left for a duel at Jena, and a week later news of his death arrived. My bout with Tischer was set; rash concealed, I strode out, but Schonfeld leaned from his window, pipe alight, shouting, “Go home, lad, it’s off—Tischer’s in hospital.” Drunken outrage and rustication removed the last threat.

Memory blurs how the remaining ‘fire-eaters’ vanished from Leipzig, yet I recall the riotous ‘freshmen’s gathering.’ We thundered through town in four-in-hand coaches; after the club president’s grave oration stirred me, I vowed to be among the last to return. I therefore stayed away three days and nights, gambling nonstop in the Jolly Peasant with half a dozen hardened comrades who became the nucleus of a gaming circle. Hoping merely to win two thalers for my score, I tasted early success, then dreamed of wiping out every debt. For three fevered months cards ruled me; fencing rooms, beer houses, even duels saw me no more.

My days went to scheming for stakes, my nights to play. Unmoved by Rosalie’s disdain and my mother’s pleas, I skulked home at dawn, scaling the locked gate. Desperation bred recklessness: I seized a large portion of my mother’s pension, convinced that only high stakes could save me. That night I lost everything but one thaler. Starving, trembling and sick, I flung that final coin on the table, resolved to flee as a ruined prodigal if it failed. Fortune suddenly turned; I doubled and redoubled until the bank closed, leaving me rich enough to restore her money and clear every obligation. The victory felt sacred.

I climbed the gate once more, slept soundly, then confessed everything to my mother, laying her pension before her. She clasped her hands, cried, “Thank God!” and called me saved; all craving for cards vanished, and music alone beckoned. Amid earlier frenzy I had penned an Overture in C, a Sonata-duet in B-flat, and a daring B-flat Overture whose parts I longed to ink red, green, black. I showed this score to Heinrich Dorn, director of the Leipzig theatre; he promised to play it. At Christmas 1830 a charity concert billed only ‘New Overture.’ Rehearsal confusion over a kettle-drum blast unnerved me; I stayed hidden.

My sister Ottilie, still game after Leubald und Adelaïde, rode with me to the theatre on Christmas Eve before the Brockhaus celebration. She hurried to the box; I, ticketless, was halted at the pit. As tuning swelled I blurted, “I’m the composer,” and was let through. Front row, trembling: first the ‘black’ brass, then the ‘red’ Allegro, every fifth bar cracked by that drum; ‘green’ winds tangled in. The crowd counted the crashes and snickered; I squirmed until the overture stopped dead, leaving eerie silence. I slipped out, endured the doorman’s stare, collected Ottilie, and returned to a dazzling family feast that mocked my gloom.

I hoped my overture to Die Braut von Messina would clear my name, yet Leipzig directors, despite Dorn, kept me distant. I scribbled Faust sketches, but rowdy student habits smothered work. Seeking discipline I tried lectures: one hour with Krug ended philosophy for me, though a few classes from intense Professor Weiss hooked me; his aphorism, “Deep problems can’t be solved by the mob,” became my creed, to brother Albert’s horror. Mother, worried, brought me to St. Thomas choirmaster Theodor Weinlich. After recounting a publisher’s sneer—“Let him who got the meat gnaw the bones”—he agreed to teach if I halted composing and practised strict harmony.

I endured months of four-part drills, chafing while student revelry wrecked resolve; soon Weinlich dismissed me. After a disastrous night in the gambling den I came back humbled, begged pardon, and he relented. At dawn he set a fugue; bar by bar he watched, then sent me home to finish. When my version matched his, our bond was sealed. In eight quick weeks we mastered intricate fugues and counterpoint; presenting a double fugue, I heard him say, “You now possess independence.” Love of clarity grew: I fashioned a simple Pleyel-style sonata, later printed without leave, and then a free piano fantasia that won his approval.

Soon after, I wrote three overtures that won Pohlenz’s full approval. That winter my first, in D minor, reached the Gewandhaus[10], where instrumental works were still led from the first desk. The plump, amiable Pohlenz only climbed the rostrum for vocal numbers, waving a blue baton. Each year the hall struggled through Beethoven’s Ninth: the orchestra rattled off the first three movements, then Pohlenz battled the enigmatic finale, choosing a cautious 3⁄4 that tangled trumpet shrieks with the bass recitative. Temmler finally barked at him to drop the stick; the passage cleared, and I conceded the score outstripped my understanding.

Seeking clarity, I dived into counterpoint and Mozart’s C-major symphony. My D-minor Overture pleased the crowd and soothed my mother. A second, in C with a crisp fugato, debuted under my baton at Euterpe and at Mlle. Palazzesi’s recital. She exclaimed, “This kind of music is after all more fascinating than any stupid fugue,” preferring Egmont. A third overture for König Enzio, first anonymous, soon appeared on theatre bills with my name. I followed with a C-major Symphony blending Eroica vigor, Mozartian grace and a closing fugue; its slow movement still whispered my early mysticism, and Rochlitz promised to present it, amazed by my youth.

The Polish fight for freedom shattered my taste for idle student revels. May victories lifted me; Ostrolenka’s loss plunged me while companions jeered, content to duel or drink. I withdrew, haunting Kintschy’s confectionery to devour newspapers and sharp debate, craving wit over bravado. Warsaw’s fall felt like personal grief. When weary Polish troops passed through Leipzig I saw them quartered at the Green Shield, then glimpsed their leaders, statuesque amid Beethoven’s C-minor Symphony at the Gewandhaus. Count Vincenz Tyszkiewitcz’s calm grandeur dazzled me; through brother-in-law Brockhaus I met him, General Bem and Captain Bansemer, as Brockhaus lavished help on their cause.

Exiled Poles often crowded our hospitable house, yet none impressed me like Count Vincenz Tyszkiewitcz, who daily bared the pain of losing all trace of his wife and little Janusz at Volhynien and the deeper horror of having shot a previous spouse when her midnight ghost prank drew his fire. Joy came: the missing pair reached Leipzig, the heavily painted lady soon rushing back to Galicia to save property and secure his pass. On 3 May eighteen chiefs invited me to a hotel feast; brass bands blared folk songs, the 'Third of May' anthem sparked tears, embraces, and cries of “Oiczisna!” until night fell.

The uproar later seeded my overture 'Polonia'. Soon his Austrian passport arrived, and despite warnings he resolved to reach Galicia via Brunn. Eager to see the world, I gained my mother’s consent to follow him to Vienna. In his luxurious coach we rolled through Saxony; at Dresden the exile colony toasted our beloved count with cascades of champagne and the pledge to the future 'Dictator of Poland.' We parted at Brunn. Left alone, I learned cholera had broken out. Lodged in a deserted wing, I crept into bed fully dressed, felt the plague clutch me like an icy demon, yet woke perfectly sound.

In midsummer 1832 Vienna welcomed me; six weeks of shows, trips, and debts followed. The fairy play Die Abenteuer Fortunats zu Wasser und zu Land delighted, yet Gluck’s Iphigenia in Tauris, even with Wild, Staudigl and Binder, stirred me only in the Orestes-Furies scene. I understood Vienna when both Kärnthner-Thor and Josephstadt roared for Zampa, then swarmed to the Strausslein where Johann Strauss, quivering like a priestess, drove them mad with its waltzes. After a dull Conservatoire run-through of Cherubini and an aborted try-out of my D-minor Overture, I stage-coached to Count Pachta’s estate, enjoyed Jenny’s elegance and Auguste’s glow, and floundered between them.

I foolishly courted my host’s daughters. Though nobly born, they were shallow, schooled only in trashy novels, Italian arias, and coarse, horsy cavaliers. I preached art, berated their admirers and, firing myself with the French Revolution, begged them “for the love of heaven” to marry cultivated middle-class men. Their anger met my harsh retorts; afterward I soothed the breach with real or feigned jealousy. Half enamoured, half embittered, I left them on a bleak November day, soon greeting the family again in Prague, yet declining their roof and choosing lodgings of my own there instead.

In Prague I pursued music. Director Dionys Weber, fierce guardian of taste, promised to present my symphony. Actor Moritz, host of my mornings, introduced Kittl and mocked my daily pilgrimages with a swift parody: “To Dionys the director crept Wagner with score in hand—‘What want you with those notes?’ growled the tyrant—‘To free the town from evil taste; your reviews shall pay.’” Dionys, who praised only Mozart and stopped at Beethoven’s Second, seemed unapproachable, yet I flattered him, pointed to the Mozartian fugues in my C-major overture and symphony, and won rehearsals whose clamorous baton birthed their first performance before Count Pachta.

Amid rehearsals I courted Auguste in Count Pachta’s salon, while the gloomy confectioner Hascha rivalled me, accompanied her songs, then smashed a chandelier to deter cavaliers; the furious Countess expelled him. Forced to wait as those fops flirted, I felt Hoffmann-like jealousy and soon fled Prague. Yet Pravonin repaid me: I composed the song “Glockentöne” and drafted Die Hochzeit, hiding pages behind Moritz’s sofa. The libretto, shaped from a tale of a lady who hurled her assailant to death and died at his funeral, ends with feuding clans reconciled at a wedding, then doomed when the bride meets her lover’s gaze at the window.
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