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PREFACE


by Sir Donald McIntyre





There are many conflicting views on Richard Wagner’s life but I have certainly been spellbound by his crazy, bipolar and controversial mind that enabled him to produce all his profound works of genius with utter integrity. ‘The thin line between madness and genius’! Thankfully, none of his characters display the one-sided goodies-versus-baddies mentality equivalent to ‘Cowboys and Indians’. All his characters are in need of balance to resolve their ingrained conflicts. Conflict is inside each of Wagner’s characters. The resulting tension is the essence of the drama in all of Wagner’s works. The alternative is boring. Conflicts are inherent inside all of us. Balancing them is the best possibility in resolving them.


Typical of Wagner is how very many questions he asks. These need to be considered by his audiences or, in this case, by the readers of this book. I am nearly 80 but I am forever looking for adequate answers to Wagner’s questions. I’ve had many telephone calls with Paul and he is undoubtedly the man to examine the many questions that Wagner posed. These questions are now waiting to be explored by you, the reader.


Read Paul’s book! He has lots of convincing answers to many of these questions Wagner asks. And after reading this book, each of you will be better qualified to come up with your own personal ideas. Paul has challenged us all with his own findings: he has certainly challenged me. He has also provided us with many facts about Wagner as man and artist. ‘Ask and you will find.’


Paul has already inspired me to write my own personal biography, which I have now started, about my life as a singer, particularly of the works of Wagner. In so doing, I am in a constant state of excitement while exploring deeper. Therefore, what I am most intrigued by is Paul’s assessment of Wagner as a man. I confess I didn’t know enough about Wagner’s life and had read unreliable assessments. However, what I’ve long been sure of is what I have studied in his works and tried to portray throughout my career: sheer genius!

















A Note on the Illustrations





The nature of the illustrations in this book is largely determined by the archetypes inherent in Wagner’s great dramas, a dimension which the book reveals as fundamental to their meaning. Few Wagner illustrators over the last hundred years have related to these archetypes at all, and it was therefore inevitable that Arthur Rackham should feature extensively, especially as modern techniques applied here have minimised the sallow tinge of the fading paper in his original books. I also include some remarkable production photographs, and have made whimsical use of several sets of cards, similar to cigarette cards, which marketed a sort of German Oxo, ‘Leibig’s Fleisch-Extrakt’. They are true enough to the archetypes, and they are remarkable for their detail, as well as demonstrating how Wagner was popularly presented 100 years ago.


However I am most excited at being able to offer the best of twelve illustrations by Ferdinand Leeke, presented in refined versions which are evidently unavailable in any other modern form. They come from an exceedingly rare publication of the first decade of the twentieth century, entitled simply Richard Wagner: 12 Illustrationen von Ferd. Leeke, that presents them in far finer detail than in Ernest Newman and Landon Ronald’s Stories of the Great Operas, or McSpadden’s The Stories of Wagner’s Operas, themselves both rare enough. Unfortunately the originals of many Leeke paintings disappeared at the end of the Second World War, either looted or destroyed. This confers on the examples in this book a special value and interest. They have a nineteenth-century flavour that is both quaint and authentic; they are true to the archetypes in the Wagnerian depths; and they go straight to the heart of the matter.
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INTRODUCTION





This is a book of enthusiasm. It is addressed to everyone with an interest or a potential interest in Richard Wagner. People who take to the Wagner Experience encounter something wonderful, like gazing into a silver mirror which dissolves into a miraculous, self-contained world, glinting with life-changing possibilities. There are others who sense its appeal but find it difficult, and the first aim of this study is to provide an Open Sesame for anyone wanting it. My intention is to make things easier for newcomers by presenting Wagner’s works as they stand before us.1 The book also offers good things to old-timers, scholars and longstanding enthusiasts in virtue of the distinctive disciplines and viewpoints which it reveals; but for all those drawn to the Wagner Experience, the key factor is the direct encounter with his ten great music dramas as they are. This accounts for the first main purpose of this study, to describe them in all their immediacy.


This is not to belittle the background, or deny its importance. The man Wagner, his background and his output are so interwoven that an awareness of his circumstances, his influences, his sources, his explanatory prose works, the psychological considerations, the performance history and the reception history – all these things can deepen the Wagner Experience. Adding the right background can be like adding the right lenses during an eye test. As more lenses are added, what was blurred takes on new focus and depth, and we see more clearly and better. Even so, trouble arises when anyone turns the background into the foreground in a way that inflates features from the margins and distorts Wagner’s explicit intentions. He created mysterious worlds of knights in shining armour, grottos of enticing eroticism, magic fire and quests for the Holy Grail. Does it add meaning if people are led to think of Das Rheingold as not really about beautiful Rhinemaidens swimming in luminous depths and not about the Rhinegold shining through the waters? How does it help if even in telling the story it is reconstituted in line with some unusual element from the background, if the gold is recast as faeces and Alberich the dwarf is made into a Freudian symbol of a deprived infant, wanting to play with his own excrement?2 What if the Ring which Alberich forges from the gold becomes a bizarre combination of an anal and vaginal sphincter? This kind of thing may produce interesting glosses, according to taste, but it is not Wagner, and when someone promotes it as the real Wagner, I believe that error is at work, and a reworking of his intentions which is unwarranted. This is a particularly glaring example to make the point, but it is real; and a particular drawback of these reworkings is that they can put off newcomers who are trying out the Wagner Experience. The same can happen if Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg is set up as a Luddite manifesto attacking industrialisation, because Wagner later had a violent argument with a factory owner about factory conditions and because Die Meistersinger’s main characters are manual craftsmen. The reason for making this point so emphatically is that these things happen so commonly with Wagner, and they are not like better lenses but distorting mirrors. My own guiding principle about background is straightforward: anything which heightens the Wagner Experience is worthwhile, but if something from the background results in confusion or disappointment or otherwise gets in the way, then bringing it in is a mistake.


This is a main reason why this book approaches Wagner largely from the centre, from his masterpieces themselves. They are above all vital, existential dramas. They succeed because of their music, their plots and their narratives, their tensions and their dénouements, and because Wagner populated them with warmly alive individuals who involve us in their destinies. However his aims went beyond drama. He wanted his creations to be instruments of change. His is a didactic art. Its very nature is to instruct, challenge and encourage. Not that this in itself makes it ‘better’. It is rare for anything artistic to be better because of the ideas in it. The opposite is more likely, with the ideas weighing it down; but Wagner had the genius to avoid this, and in practice his ideas do enhance his dramas through a distinctive richness and depth of their own. There are ideas philosophical and practical, ideas about personal ideals, relationships, the erotic phenomenon, politics, religion, and many other things that are important to human beings, and they centre on becoming who we want to be, living life better, and creating a better world. Wagner presented his ideas as bold possibilities, compelling schemes and challenging directives.


This brings me to the second main purpose of this study, which is to explain the ideas and the lessons built into his dramas and to draw them out. He frequently set out his guidance and suggestions in the personal reflections and debates of his stage characters, but equally he enshrined them in the stories themselves. His dramas are like parables or the fables of Aesop, where the meaning and the moral are acted out, and in Wagner the meanings run deep, as relevant today as they have ever been. The one quality that they do not and could not possess is simplicity, and this is my reason for a sizeable book which elaborates the experience, even after emphasising the importance of a direct approach. The importance of a direct approach remains true, but it is equally true that the better we understand Wagner’s dramas, the more rewarding they will be. Even viewed directly, Wagner’s dramas could never be simple; there is always too much going on in them for that. First, they fill our attention as fascinating stage plays. Then there is the music, mesmerising but dense. Then again, there are the rational propositions and the directives which Wagner moulded into them.


They also operate at another level which is quite different, the realm of myth and the psyche, and the pull of the spirit towards the unknown. For some people their myth-invoking quality registers immediately, without thought or effort, but in general it reveals its secrets more readily to a mind seasoned with insights into myth and psychology of the kind presented by Carl Jung.3 Along with Sigmund Freud,4 Jung was one of two commanding figures in the new science of psychology which was acquiring form and prestige in the five decades after Wagner’s death. Their ideas, particularly Jung’s about myth and archetypes, are interesting in their own right, but their importance for Wagner is that they deepen the meaning of dramas. Fashions change, and recently there have been reactions against both, partly because they barely used the experimental and statistical methods which are the backbone of psychology now. The period of their main activity came before these methods were developed, but unfashionable does not mean untrue, and it does not lessen the truth of their discoveries that they did not corroborate them by the methods of today. Many of the theories of Freud and Jung are indeed corroborated, but by other means than experiment. They hang together, they sit coherently with our general experience, and they work. Just as successful journeys validate the maps used to make them, so too the successful outcomes achieved by applying Jung’s ideas validate those ideas. Jung’s unwitting contribution to the Wagner Experience is particularly enlightening because the revelations in Wagner’s dramas come as much through myth and its effect on the unconscious as through rational exposition. Jung’s ‘unconscious’ was not the ‘unconscious’ of Freud, a dark, disordered repository of repressed desires and inadmissible memories, but a world that is just as vital and real as the world of the intellect, but wider and richer. It is partly to the unconscious and through the unconscious that Wagner’s operas address their revelations. Operas do not generally spell out dictionary definitions or argue their points step by logical step, and they would be pretty stony going if they did.


The Wagner Experience can work on us without being aware of it, but if we understand how it works we can enter into it more fully and make better use of it. The Wagner Experience has the power to touch most aspects of life, not the fine detail but the principles. It will not tell anyone whether the 10.45 train from Paddington is the right one, but it will help with the wider existential questions, what kind of journey is the right one and where it should lead.


One incomparable feature of Wagner’s stage works is the music, and it is largely because of the music that many people find the Wagner Experience overwhelming. It is also the music, his extraordinary music, which summons his imaginary worlds into being. His dramas are not simply set to music but expressed in music. It is through the music that Wagner stages his dramas on the threshold of the mind. Wagner’s worlds and his dramas have been stigmatised from his day to ours as artificial, a matter of smoke and mirrors, but although the means may be artificial and consist of play-acting, stage props, and people playing their instruments, the revelations and experiences themselves are real. It is above all because of the music that the dramas work their incomparable effect, their joint appeal to reason and the imagination. It is the music which confers on the dramas their power to rearrange and transform us, working on us almost like action manuals of applied psychology.


At the same time there is something about the dramas and the music, a mix of power and seduction, which stirs up antagonism. We shall see that this antagonism has some deep causes, first of all certain emotions and modes of awareness aroused by Wagner which are unfamiliar and disturbing. Wagner can also make people feel that they are being confronted by an ancient mariner who takes them by the scruff of the neck and overwhelms them, provoking resentment and even outrage. His very personality is a chequered spectacle, and in a sense he was a pathological personality, but only in the sense that Isaac Newton, Winston Churchill, St Paul, Gandhi and John Milton were pathological. Like these men and many others possessed of towering greatness, he had his share of inconsistencies and unappealing characteristics. There were certainly times ‘when he gratified the pettier feelings that great men have in common with small ones,’ as George Bernard Shaw put it.5 To understand his personality, we shall need to go into his early years and examine his upbringing against the principles of developmental psychology, or at least its basic elements. This will make it clear how emotionally deprived his upbringing was, and how Wagner’s erratic, frightening childhood was not one to give rise to a well-balanced adult, a confident, rounded human being. He was a man of serious disunities and these gave rise to his distinctive ‘shadow’ and his potent ‘shadow side’. An awareness of these facts sets up a better perspective (better lenses) through which to view Wagner, and this in turn allows a better view of his dramas and all that they can tell us.


What is unusual and strange about Wagner’s negative features is the reaction they provoke, and the strength of it. He was certainly not a profoundly good man, as his English translator, William Ashton Ellis, and his son-in-law, Houston Chamberlain, have claimed, but nor was he an ogre rampaging up and down Europe, as his American biographer Robert Gutman suggests. The truth is that he was a strange mix of these extremes and of everything in between. This is part of the enigma and fascination of Wagner, and it is not surprising that he stirs mixed feelings. What is surprising is the degree of ill feeling evident in many of today’s writings on the subject. Perhaps this is partly a matter of his attitude to the Jews and his weird, improbable, posthumous association with Hitler. The claim which I heard in Leipzig (of all places) in 2012, that Wagner was well known regularly to have had breakfast with Hitler, was bizarre, but the essential point is that politically Hitler was far to the right, whereas Wagner was at the extreme left, almost a Marxist, and all the evidence shows that he never changed. It is a mistake to believe that he turned into a right-wing nationalist. This was a role foisted onto him posthumously.


The American Robert Gutman or the German Joachim Köhler have made great attempts to identify an over-arching unity which entirely embraced the man and his entire output, in virtue of which both have written groundbreaking accounts of his life and work. The difficulty is that both Wagner’s life and his work changed and mutated. To be sure, each of his dramas possesses a distinctive quality, an unremitting Wagnerian intensity, and this can produce the illusion of a constancy running through them all, but they were like the man, in that the individual dramas consist of warring elements which hold together only under great tension, and the whole series is just as variegated. Wagner’s life was like his dramas; it embraced so much that was dissonant, was so titanic in its range, and evolved so drastically, that there could be no ordinary unity about it. Wagner’s progress through the world was somewhat like that most iconic of rivers, the Rhine, which alters drastically over its long course from Lake Constance to the North Sea. The Rhine Falls and their thunder are as different from the river’s silent, elemental surge past the Lorelei rock as the composer of Der Fliegende Holländer is different from the composer of Tristan und Isolde. In one sense the river is the same, but it has transformed, and Wagner resembled it. He went against the general tendency to keep to the same courses as life progresses and simply broaden then out, because his moral outlook, his cast of mind, his fundamental values, his way of composing, everything about him took flight in new and unimaginable directions. Without intending it consciously, he reconfigured himself repeatedly and radically. Wagner was always Wagner and nobody else could have produced what he did, but his transformations were extraordinary.


 


The question of translations from the German is an interesting one. Wagner’s prose is difficult, but his is not the only example of a nineteenth-century style, German or English, which seems difficult today. The prose of the past, even that of a great stylist like Thomas Carlyle, can seem inaccessible now because it follows unfamiliar conventions; and even at the time Wagner’s idiosyncratic style created particular challenges. As Francis Hueffer, Wagner’s early American advocate, put it,




As soon as he comes upon a topic that really interests him, be it music or Buddhism, metaphysics or the iniquities of the Jews, his brain gets on fire, and his pen courses over the paper with the swiftness and recklessness of a racehorse, regardless of the obstacles of style and construction, and sometimes of grammar. His meaning is always deep, but to arrive at that meeting sometimes seems to set human ingenuity at defiance. It would of course have been possible, by disentangling dovetailed sentences, and by giving the approximate meaning where the literal was impossible to turn all this into fairly smooth English. But in such a process, the strength and individual character of the original would inevitably have been lost.6





Hueffer chose to ‘to indicate the diction which a man of Wagner’s peculiar turn of mind would have used if he had written in English instead of in German.’ His translation was ‘intended to be an exact facsimile of the German original.’ William Ashton Ellis, author of the classic eight-volume translation of Wagner’s prose works which was published between 1892 and 1899, did not spell out his method so definitely, but in practice he did much the same. It is fashionable nowadays to criticise these translations, and with some justice. Sometimes they stray far from accuracy, and sometimes they go the other way and are all too accurate, but the result is not always English. Trying now a hundred years later to do any better than Ashton Ellis creates recognition of another difficulty, that the idea and thoughts themselves are often the kind that many people do not think nowadays. Doom, Romantic Love, Redemption, Profane, Evil: it is the ideas themselves which have a quaint museum tinge for many people. Any attempt to translate them into modern English distorts the ideas, but fidelity to the originals can raise an indulgent or ironic smile. For these many reasons, nobody has yet done the job of translating the prose works better than Ellis, and he certainly caught the peculiar flavour of Wagner’s style. I have ended up gratefully taking over his versions but making amendments where he seems misleading or obscure, marking the fact in footnotes. Translations of the verse are even more challenging because the problems of translating the prose are all heightened in verse, but Andrew Porter did wonders, translating several of Wagner’s opera texts in a style that was Wagnerian and genuinely singable and yet not old-fashioned. The various verse translations in this book are all provided with attributions, except where they are my own.


Despite the ramified quality of Wagner’s prose, his thinking and ideas were often compelling and original. In this he was like Hegel, that very German philosopher who showed that it was possible to write in a congested, tortuous style, but yet alter outlooks, reshape human thought, and change the history of the world. Francis Hueffer grasped that something like this was equally true of Wagner, that beneath his reckless style, his thought did run deep, something which latter-day experts sometimes deny. ‘Wagner was no philosopher’ said Ernest Newman,7 and because of Newman’s massive authority, these words are often quoted by modern specialists as a self-sufficient reason for not considering the evidence and not bothering with Wagner as a thinker. ‘Newman is right to reject Wagner as a philosopher,’ said Laurence Dreyfus in his recent book8 and went on to accuse Wagner of woolly thinking and vagueness on the subject of ‘Love’. Is it not rather that the idea of ‘Love’ itself that is woolly and indeterminate, evading definition? Critics of Wagner as a philosopher should examine Wagner’s credentials and also assess Ernest Newman’s own credentials with more rigour. The fact is that Ernest Newman was not only ‘no philosopher’, but not really competent to judge philosophers because at the time he had little interest or understanding of the subject. He gave the game away when he asked,9 ‘Who is to decide between rival philosophies or sociologies?’ and answered, ‘Personally, I believe that one philosophy is about as good as another, and worse.’ It is baffling that such a tremendous intellect could not see the simple fact that ‘a choice of a philosophy’ has real consequences, because philosophy is not about the number of angels that can dance on a pinpoint, but about the values by which we live. Immanuel Kant’s philosophy was strong on values and the reasons why no human individual should simply serve the ends of another. The philosophy of the Nazis was strong on the reasons why the sole purpose and function of the individual was to serve the state. The Nazi view had very real consequences, and the man who could not see that different philosophies were certainly not ‘about as good, one as another’ was not the best man to judge Wagner as a philosopher. This is not to disparage Newman’s Wagner Nights, an incomparable exposition of Wagner’s ten main works, with which this book is not in competition, nor his superlative account of Wagner’s life, one of the great biographies of the English language.


When it comes to the illustrations for this book, my choices may look old-fashioned, but there is a reason. Any Wagner illustrations must both reflect Wagner’s own vision and sit happily with the archetypes inherent in his dramas. Archetypes, a discovery of Jung, have considerable value towards understanding the mind and genius of Wagner; and to recognise their significance in his creations is a help towards understanding what they signify for us. Archetypes consist largely of collective memories and inborn dispositions. Archetypes generate counterparts in consciousness of the instinctive patterns laid down in the brain, but the archetypes themselves are inaccessible to consciousness. They occupy unconscious regions, and are only knowable through their effects. As Jung expressed it, ‘the stirring of archetypes is generally associated with emotions and feelings of great power,’ and the archetypes that pervade Wagner’s works give them part of their power to influence the imagination. Pictures, illustrations, stage sets, and productions of Wagner which are at odds with the archetypes negate their effect, and this in turn damages their power over the imagination and detracts from all that the Wagner Experience can tell us.


There are certain Wagner topics which have been regularly misconstrued over the years, and four in particular deserve a fresh look, the first being Wagner’s childhood, which is routinely described as happy. It was nothing of the kind. The second topic is Minna Wagner, the composer’s first wife, often regarded as slight and unmeritable, but Chapter 7 establishes her immense significance for Wagner. The third is Paris and his first stay there, without which he might never have created Der Ring des Nibelungen. The fourth is Parsifal, reappraised as being a very distinctive instrument for change since it promoted superior models of society and better patterns of spiritual wholeness.


Chapter 8 is about how and why the music casts its spell, but my aim is to keep things simple, and not attempt a specialised account of the music. There are others who do it better, and there simply is not room to describe the music even in the moderate detail of Ernest Newman in Wagner Nights. Rudolf Sabor has done this well for The Ring, but only Roger North in his compendious book on Tristan und Isolde10 has achieved a full account of a music drama by Wagner, albeit in a book which is twice the size of the Tristan score. The plan here is to explain the main musical tendencies, the salient motives and the more important features of the music, but it would need several more books to expound the full complexities of Wagner’s symphonic combinations. For all that, I still discuss certain aspects of the music which deserve more recognition than they have been granted hitherto, and any semi-technical terms employed should be well-known to anyone who has sung in a choir at school or the local church, or played the piano to a modest level. There are some rare occasions when it is necessary to see the orchestral score in full, but the musical examples will generally take the form of single staves or piano reductions.


My own experience plays a role in this study. I concentrate on Wagner’s works as they are, but nobody can present Wagner’s creations without presenting reflections in a mirror and revealing something of himself. I have tried to avoid reading anything into Wagner which is not there, but my life’s work as a family doctor (General Medical Practice) brings to the book a distinctive angle based on what I have learnt. It is rather as Jean Shinoda Bolen said in her book on The Ring,11 ‘As a psychiatrist and a Jungian analyst, I try to recognise what rings true psychologically.’ I can relate to what she says, because psychiatry was an important part of General Medical Practice until recent years. During my time, between 1978 and 2007, General Practice, then truer to its name, called for a general involvement with patients, and it was all the more rewarding and because it frequently went beyond health matters into their lives. Often patients became friends, but friends who might confide anything. It is no small thing to be trusted with the secrets of many hearts, and my professional life provided telling illustrations for some points in this study, until I had to realise that it would breach ‘patient confidentiality’ to use them. It was obviously right to discard them, and I was happy to do so, but I lost some useful illustrations about the benefits of the Wagner Experience.


My own life-experience has demonstrated the encouraging fact that nobody needs to devote themselves unduly to Wagner to gain worthwhile things from the experience. Most of us lead complex and busy lives, and any leisure activities come with an opportunity cost, in that time spent on one thing cannot be spent on another. In my case there were all of twenty years when my involvement with Wagner did not and could not amount to more than occasionally enjoying an LP (vinyl disc); nonetheless the Wagner Experience was an old captivity which surreptitiously increased its hold during this Wagner exile.


My experience has resulted in a book which is different from most others on Wagner, because its aims and its emphasis are different. Everyone reading it should gain a fair idea of the plots and music, but the aim is to provide access to the whole Wagner Experience and to all that it can offer. It is a catalyst towards appreciating what the experience is, what it can teach us, and how above all it enables us to have life more abundantly.




1 The question how best to refer to Wagner’s works is an interesting one. In form they evolved, with some backsliding, from ‘opera’ to ‘drama’ and ‘music drama’, but the categories are not watertight, and sometimes one term suits better, sometimes another. I tried greater descriptive accuracy in earlier drafts but the result was only a lot of qualifications and exclusions, which added nothing but length and verbiage. It seemed best to use whatever term suited the context.


2 Artin, Tom, The Wagner Complex: Genesis and Meaning in The Ring, [Sparkill, N.Y.,] 2012, p. 83 et seq.


3 Carl Jung (1875-1961), Swiss co-founder with Freud of modern psychology.


4 Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), Viennese father of modern psychology. Both Freud and Jung will feature in this book.


5 Shaw, George Bernard, The Perfect Wagnerite, Leipzig, 1913, p. 189.


6 Correspondence of Wagner and Liszt, tr. Francis Hueffer, New York, 1889, Preface.


7 Newman, Ernest, Wagner as Man and Artist, London, 1924, rev. 1924, p. 275.


8 Dreyfus, Laurence, Wagner and the Erotic Impulse, Cambridge, Mass., 2010, p. 44.


9 Newman, op. cit., p. 319.


10 North, Roger, Wagner’s Most Subtle Art, London, 1996.


11 Bolen, Jean Shinoda, Ring of Power: The Abandoned Child, the Authoritarian Father, and the Disempowered Feminine, New York, 1992.
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ONE


A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF RICHARD WAGNER





Wagner’s life was a roller coaster affair, but a roller coaster that took a peculiar zigzagging path. Trying to keep track of it can be like trying to chart the trail of a jumping jack. Apart from revealing its intrinsic interest, a brief sketch of it now will help keep in focus Wagner’s main staging posts, year by year. It is not necessary to absorb the detail, but some idea of its shape and direction contributes towards a feel for the Wagner Experience and its meaning to us.












	1813

	     

	On 22 May Wagner is born at Leipzig, ninth child of Carl Friedrich Wagner and his wife Johanna Rosine (née Paetz).






	 

	 

	 






	1813

	 

	On 23 November Wagner’s father dies of typhus.






	 

	 

	 






	1814

	 

	On 28 August Wagner’s mother marries Ludwig Geyer, actor and painter; the family soon move to Dresden, and Wagner is brought up with the surname Geyer.






	 

	 

	 






	1820

	 

	Aged 6, Wagner is enrolled as a border at Pastor Wetzel’s school at Possendorf, near Dresden; his instruction apparently includes piano.






	 

	 

	 






	1821

	 

	On 30 September Geyer dies. Wagner is transferred to Eisleben to the care of his uncle Karl. There he is befriended by his grandmother, the aged Frau Geyer but she also soon dies. He attends the school of Pastor Alt but often truants.






	 

	 

	 






	1822

	 

	His uncle Karl marries, leaving no room for Wagner; he briefly stays with uncle Adolf Wagner at Leipzig, but Adolf does not want him and he returns to his mother and family at Dresden. He enters the Kreuzschule there as Richard Geyer. He makes excellent academic progress in any subjects which interest him.






	 

	 

	 






	1826

	 

	The rest of Wagner’s family moves to Prague, but for the sake of his education Wagner stays in Dresden as lodger with a Dr Böhme.






	 

	 

	 






	1827

	 

	Wagner visits Prague, and falls for the Pachta sisters. At the end of the year he returns to his family in Leipzig.






	 

	 

	 






	1828

	 

	He enrols at the Nicolaischule, Leipzig as Richard Wagner. He is angry and resentful at being demoted a class, and does no work. He begins the tragedy Leubald. He begins to study harmony and music theory with Christian Gottlieb Müller.






	 

	 

	 






	1829

	 

	Wagner creates his first compositions, including two piano sonatas (none extant).






	 

	 

	 






	1830

	 

	He is expelled from the Nicolaischule, and enters the Thomasschule. He studies violin briefly. He makes a piano transcription of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and composes four overtures (no longer extant). His ‘Drumbeat’ Overture is performed at a Christmas Day concert conducted by Heinrich Dorn.






	 

	 

	 






	1831

	 

	He enrols at University of Leipzig. He has private composition lessons with Christian Theodor Weinlig, Cantor of St Thomas Church, Leipzig. His Overture in D minor is performed on 25 December at the Leipzig Hoftheater.






	 

	 

	 






	1832

	 

	

He begins a friendship with Heinrich Laube, novelist and social thinker and a leading figure in the Young Germany movement. He visits Vienna and Prague. His Symphony in C is first performed at Prague Conservatory in November. He first sees the dramatic soprano Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient on stage – probably as Agathe (23 December), and Leonore (27 December) – a transforming experience.









	 

	 

	 






	1833

	 

	On 17 January he begins appointment as chorus master at Würzburg; he is intensely active. He composes an opera Die Feen, based on play by Gozzi.






	 

	 

	 






	1834

	 

	On 15 January he returns to Leipzig via Nuremberg. He plans Das Liebesverbot, an opera based on Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure. He begins his first engagement as a conductor at Bad Lauchstädt, performing Don Giovanni with a scratch orchestra and without a rehearsal. His does this to secure an appointment as Music Director with Heinrich Bethmann’s company based at Magdeburg, after becoming besotted with Minne Planer, the leading straight actress of the company.






	 

	 

	 






	1835

	 

	He maintains a hectic pace as Music Director and a hectic relationship with Minna. In November she leaves for an engagement in Berlin but returns after a storm of imploring letters from Wagner.






	 

	 

	 






	1836

	 

	On 29 March Das Liebesverbot receives its first disastrous performance in Magdeburg, disastrous because of violent disputes onstage among the cast which bring the performance to a premature conclusion. The Bethmann company was already going bankrupt, and now does so. Wagner, unfunded and jobless, has no success with proposals to stage Das Leibesverbot in Berlin. Minna takes up an engagement at Königsberg in East Prussia, forever famous as the city of Kant, and Wagner follows, hoping for a job as Music Director, but for months nothing materialises. On 24 November Wagner marries Minna.






	 

	 

	 






	1837

	 

	On 1 April he finally begins as Music Director at Königsberg. On 31 May Minna leaves him for a Jewish merchant, Dietrich. Wagner reads Lord Lytton’s historical novel Rienzi in translation, and starts to sketch an opera on the subject. He is appointed Music Director at Riga, starting 1 September. There he continues his immense activity directing operas.






	 

	 

	 






	1838

	 

	He completes the text for a comic opera, Männerlist grösser als Frauenlist, composes two numbers, and stops. Instead he creates the libretto for an immense grand opera Rienzi and begins the music. He also conducts concerts. It is largely from his experience at Magdeburg, Königsberg and Riga that he forms himself artistically.






	 

	 

	 






	1839

	 

	He is replaced as Riga Music Director by Heinrich Dorn, who had once promoted his Overture at Leipzig. To escape creditors and make his name at the Paris Opera, as he hopes, he and Minna make perilous journeys by land and sea to London and Boulogne. There he unexpectedly meets the wealthy and successful opera composer Giacomo Meyerbeer. Meyerbeer treats him kindly and gives him recommendations for Paris, where he arrives on 17 September. He begins the first movement of his Faust Symphony, but fails to make headway in Paris.






	 

	 

	 






	1840

	 

	Wagner is challenged by major financial difficulties. He achieves a solitary performance of his Columbus Overture at Conservatoire. He forms ideas for Der fliegende Holländer. Financial stringency leads him to embark on musical journalism. He writes for the Revue et Gazette musicale, proprietor Maurice Schlesinger, and makes popular arrangements from fashionable French operas. He continues work on Rienzi, completing this immense score, his biggest, on 19 November.






	 

	 

	 






	1841

	 

	There is a second performance of the Columbus Overture under Maurice Schlesinger on 4 February. Wagner moves out to the suburb Meudon to continue Der fliegende Holländer, returning to Paris on 30 October. Meanwhile Rienzi is accepted at the Dresden Court Opera, thanks in no small part to Meyerbeer’s kind recommendation. Wagner completes the orchestral score of Der fliegende Holländer in mid November.






	 

	 

	 






	1842

	 

	On 7 April the Wagners leave Paris by road for Dresden, arriving 12 April. He has ideas for Tannhäuser while on summer holiday in Teplitz. 20 October sees Rienzi’s premiere, with clarion-voiced Josef Tichatschek in the title role, Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient as Adriano, and Carl Gottlieb Reissiger conducting. The enthusiasm of cast, orchestra and audience is tumultuous, and this is probably the greatest single triumph of Wagner’s entire life.






	 

	 

	 






	1843

	 

	2 January: Der fliegende Holländer is premiered at Dresden with Wagner conducting, but the work creates a sense of anticlimax after Rienzi. Nonetheless Wagner is appointed Royal Kapellmeister on 1 February. He creates the religious cantata Das Liebesmahl der Apostel which is performed under his direction with vast forces in the Frauenkirche, Dresden on 6 July. He eagerly accepts the formal offer of friendship from the rising physician Anton Pusinelli. He has an enormous workload but continues work on Tannhäuser.






	 

	 

	 






	1844

	 

	On 7 January he conducts Berlin premiere of Der fliegende Holländer and 21 March Hamburg premiere of Rienzi, both with mixed receptions and no nationwide breakthrough, for which he had hoped.






	 

	 

	 






	1845

	 

	On 13 April he finishes the orchestral score of Tannhäuser. He passes a life-changing summer vacation at Marienbad, where he conceives plans for most of his life’s remaining work, and creates prose drafts for Die Meistersinger and Lohengrin. On 19 October he directs the premiere of Tannhäuser, with Tichatschek in the title role, Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient as Venus, and Wagner’s niece by adoption, Johanna, as Elisabeth. Initial audience disappointment is followed by growing enthusiasm at every performance.






	 

	 

	 






	1846

	 

	On 5 April in the face of widespread opposition, Wagner conducts Beethoven’s ‘unperformable’ Ninth Symphony at the Palm Sunday orchestral benefit concert, and scores a major artistic and box office triumph. From May to July he is allowed generous convalescence-leave of absence to compose Lohengrin, but is again increasingly beset with financial problems.






	 

	 

	 






	1847

	 

	He repeats the triumph with Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, but has to move to cheaper rooms. On 24 October he conducts the Berlin premiere of Rienzi but he jokingly and unwisely described it ‘as a sin of my youth’. The press publicised this and Rienzi was duly vilified.






	 

	 

	 






	1848

	 

	On 9 January Wagner’s mother dies. Encouraged by events in this year of revolutions, he becomes politically very active, writing articles and delivering speeches. He nonetheless completes orchestral score of Lohengrin on 28 April. On 20 October he produces the prose draft of Siegfrieds Tod; and on 28 November the verse version.






	 

	 

	 






	1849

	 

	Wagner engages in much revolutionary activity, including the draft for a five-act revolutionary drama Jesus of Nazareth. On 16 February Franz Liszt performs Tannhäuser in Weimar. In March Wagner meets Michael Bakunin, the Russian anarchist. On 30 April King Friedrich August II of Saxony abolishes the Constitution. 4 May: the Dresden uprising begins with Wagner playing a heroic and reckless role. As the uprising is put down with brutality and atrocities by Prussian troops, Wagner escapes. With Liszt’s help he passes through Weimar to Lindau and thence by boat to Switzerland, arriving in Zurich on 28 May. He completes Art and Revolution (July) and The Artwork of the Future (November). Minna joins him in Zurich early in September.






	 

	 

	 






	1850

	 

	Wagner is offered an annual allowance by two admirers, Julie Ritter and Jessie Laussot, an Englishwoman married to a French wine merchant. In March he visits the Laussot family at Bordeaux, and becomes infatuated with Jessie. He embarks on plans of utter folly, to elope with her, but these are foiled by her mother and husband, who threatens to shoot Wagner. On 3 July Wagner returns to Zurich and to Minna. On 28 August Liszt directs the premiere of Lohengrin at Weimar, provoking much hostile criticism but also an enormous stir. Wagner’s anti-Semitic treatise, Jewry in Music, is published in September. Through his energy as an organiser and his quality as a conductor, he transforms Zurich’s main orchestra and its concert life.






	 

	 

	 






	1851

	 

	He completes Opera and Drama in January, and the poem of Der Junge Siegfried in June, and sets about making sketches for Das Rheingold and Die Walküre in October and November, in spite of spending two months at the Albisbrunn hydropathic centre undergoing a water cure.






	 

	 

	 






	1852

	 

	

Wagner is seriously depressed by the coup d’état of Louis-Napoleon in France the previous 2 December. Throughout the year he conducts concerts and operas, and it is through these that he meets Otto Wesendonck, a wealthy entrepreneur trading silks to America, and his wife Mathilde. He finishes the poem of Die Walküre on 1 July and Das Rheingold on 3 November, and revises Der Junge Siegfried and Siegfrieds Tod ready for publication of the complete Ring poem early the following year. He is further outraged when Louis-Napoleon declares himself French Emperor Napoleon III, also on 2 December, just a year after his coup.









	 

	 

	 






	1853

	 

	Wagner publishes 50 copies of his Ring poem book in February, and in May he conducts three concerts of music from his own works. In July Liszt visits Wagner and introduces him to his symphonic poems. In August Wagner is funded for a holiday in Italy by Otto Wesendonck, and then may have experienced the so-called ‘vision of Spezia’ triggering the composition of Das Rheingold. Between 1 November and the 25 January the following year, Wagner composes the music of Das Rheingold.






	 

	 

	 






	1854

	 

	He continues to work on the orchestral score of Das Rheingold as he begins the composition of Die Walküre on 28 June. He is often ill. He is assailed by more and worsening problems of finance, of Minna’s inexorably deteriorating health, and by a sense of political hopelessness, as reactionary forces increasingly re-establish themselves through Europe. He is ripe for his autumn encounter with Schopenhauer’s cardinal work, The World as Will and Representation. Ideas for Tristan und Isolde also begin to throng his mind.






	 

	 

	 






	1855

	 

	He conducts the Faust Overture, recently revised. Between March and June, he is in London to conduct eight concerts for the Old Philharmonic Society of London as it was known, being wrongly led to believe that these will prove very profitable; in fact he barely covers his costs. Berlioz was simultaneously in London conducting the New Philharmonic.






	 

	 

	 






	1856

	 

	He completes the orchestral score of Die Walküre on 23 March. In September he makes his first compositional drafts for Siegfried. In October Liszt comes to stay for six weeks and plays some additional symphonic poems which have a profound influence on Wagner.






	 

	 

	 






	1857

	 

	On 28 April the Wagners move into The Asyl, a pleasant house of modest pretensions, near the almost finished villa of the Wesendoncks. He becomes a domineering visitor there, organising concerts and playing his musical drafts on the piano. On 9 August, Wagner finally breaks off from the composition of Siegfried, at the end of Act II. He completes the poem of Tristan und Isolde by 18 September, in spite of many visits and other distractions, and on 1 October he begins to compose the music.






	 

	 

	 






	1858

	 

	Jealousies at the Wesendonck ménage worsen, and on 7 April, Minna intercepts Wagner’s ‘Morning Greeting’, a letter actually trying to make peace with Mathilde after a furious row with her over the character of Faust in Goethe. (Mathilde saw Faust as an ideal; Wagner as a tragic failure.) In a literal sense Minna misinterprets Wagner’s letter to Mathilde, but is correct in recognising Wagner’s emotionally adulterous relationship with Mathilde. Wagner and Minna leave The Asyl to go their separate ways, Minna to Dresden, Wagner to Venice. He stays at the Palazzo Giustiniani with only one companion, Karl Ritter, son of his benefactress.






	 

	 

	 






	1859

	 

	He continues to compose Tristan und Isolde Act II, completing the orchestral score on 18 March, but he is virtually expelled from Venice on 24 March, because Venice was at that time an Austrian territory, and Austria belatedly followed the Dresden line that Wagner was a dangerous outlaw. Wagner moves to Lucerne, and completes the orchestral score of Tristan Act III on 6 August. In spite of the extreme instability of his circumstances and emotional and mental upheavals, Wagner has in less than six years composed more than three and a half of his greatest works. It takes him from 1859 to 1882 to create and compose the remaining three and a half. In September he moves to Paris and presses Minna to join him, which she does in mid November.






	 

	 

	 






	1860

	 

	In Paris Wagner conducts three concerts of excerpts from his works, which are financially disastrous, but enthral an audience largely composed of Paris’s leading artists and intellects; many of them come to all three concerts. On 15 July, an amnesty allows Wagner to return to Germany, except for Saxony. Under pressure from Princess Metternich, wife of the Austrian ambassador, Napoleon III, Wagner’s especial bête noire, gives commands that Tannhäuser be staged at the Paris Opera. In September rehearsals begin, but Wagner succumbs to a series of illnesses including the often lethal typhoid, and his debility delays progress. He still manages to complete the revised version of the ‘Venusberg scenes’ of Act I.






	 

	 

	 






	1861

	 

	
Tannhäuser is staged at Paris Opera, on 13, 18 and 24 March, but it is whistled off the stage by the Jockey Club. An unsettled period follows, nomadic to a degree unusual even for Wagner, but he hears Lohengrin for the first time while visiting Vienna. It is such a good performance that it raises his hopes that he might perform Tristan und Isolde there. On realising that nothing will come of it he decides to create Die Meistersinger as a money-spinner, an intention confirmed when he meets the Wesendoncks in Venice. He returns to Paris late in December and works on the Meistersinger poem and formulates elements of the music.






	 

	 

	 






	1862

	 

	He completes this poem, and early in February travels to Mainz to read it at the house of Schott, the music publisher who has made him financial advances on the work. He takes lodgings at nearby Biebrich, and Minna comes to join him unexpectedly. A brief period of happiness is ruined by the belated arrival of a Christmas present from Mathilde Wesendonck which has apparently been following him round Europe. After ‘ten days of hell’, Wagner and Minna separate finally. On 1 November, the Meistersinger Overture is first performed in Leipzig. He moves to Vienna to give three concerts of excerpts from his works, and Brahms is among the copyists.






	 

	 

	 






	1863

	 

	He tours Germany and Eastern Europe as far as Moscow, giving many financially successful concerts of his own works; but in May moves into a villa at Penzing, a Viennese suburb, furnishing it in a lavishly sybaritic style and living a life of reckless extravagance. On 28 November 1863, while he is stopping off at Berlin for 24 hours almost by chance, he and Cosima von Bülow become lovers.






	 

	 

	 






	1864

	 

	On 23 March, Wagner escapes from Vienna in disguise to avoid his creditors. On 29 April he arrives in Stuttgart, and is planning to disappear he knows not where on May 3, but the evening before he is run to earth by Herr von Pfistermeister, secretary to the newly-acceded King Ludwig II of Bavaria. Ludwig wants to support him, and instead of disappearing next day he travels to Munich and on 4 May he meets the King. Ludwig offers to pay off his debts and support him with his money and his love, installing him at once on the Starnberger See at the Villa Pellet. Cosima joins him on 29 June, and they resume their sexual relationship. On 15 October, he moves to Munich at 21 Briennerstrasse. Hans von Bülow is given a royal appointment and moves with his family to Munich five weeks later. Wagner continues his affair with Cosima, amidst varying degrees of lies, connivance and deception until 1869, when Bülow agrees to a divorce.






	 

	 

	 






	1865

	 

	Preparations go ahead for the Munich premiere of Tristan and Isolde, and Wagner works on Die Meistersinger. On 10 April, Cosima bears Wagner a daughter, Isolde. On 10 June, Hans von Bülow conducts the model first performance of Tristan and Isolde. On 17 July, Wagner begins his autobiography at the request of the king. On 21 July 20 Ludwig Schnorr von Carolsfeld, his ideal tenor and original Tristan, dies. There is increasing hostility to Wagner at the Munich court and among the Munich public, which reaches a crisis on 10 December when Wagner is asked by a heartbroken Ludwig to leave Munich for a while.






	 

	 

	 






	1866

	 

	On 25 January Minna dies in Dresden while Wagner is vainly searching for somewhere to live in France. He returns to Geneva four days later, and does not attend the funeral. On 23 March, he finishes the orchestral score of Die Meistersinger Act I. On 15 April he moves to Tribschen on Lake Lucerne. Cosima and her children arrive for a visit on 12 May, and are horrified when Ludwig makes a surprise incognito appearance to Tribschen for Wagner’s birthday. Worse, he tells them he plans to abdicate so as to be with Wagner forever. Wagner does everything to dissuade him, and Ludwig remains king. Wagner continues work on Die Meistersinger, entertaining streams of visitors and fending off more, while Cosima vacillates, torn between her passion for Wagner and the resistance of her husband and her father.






	 

	 

	 






	1867

	 

	On 17 February Cosima bears Wagner a second daughter, Eva. On 11 June, Lohengrin’s ‘model performance’ enrages King Ludwig because the aging Tichatschek neither looks nor sounds as he hoped, and he blames Wagner for the other singers’ imperfections as well. On 22 June Wagner completes the orchestral score of Die Meistersinger Act II, and on 24 October of Act III, in spite of stresses over Cosima, not least the stress of her father, Liszt, visiting Tribschen to give unwelcome advice.






	 

	 

	 






	1868

	 

	On 21 June, Hans von Bülow conducts first performance of Die Meistersinger, to immense acclaim, but Wagner scandalises the old Munich diehards by standing up and bowing from the royal box, Wagner, a mere genius. On 14 September, Wagner visits Italy for three weeks with Cosima, and she decides to seek a divorce from von Bülow, while Wagner undertakes to let King Ludwig know. On 16 November, Cosima arrives at Tribschen with Wagner’s daughters, and tells him that she means never to leave him again.






	 

	 

	 






	1869

	 

	Cosima begins her diary. Wagner completes the orchestral score of Siegfried Act II on 23 February, and republishes his anti-Semitic Jewry in Music. On 15 May, Nietzsche visits Wagner at Tribschen, the first of 23 visits. He is staying there on 6 June when Cosima bears Wagner a son Siegfried, with significant post-partum haemorrhage. Less than a fortnight later, Hans von Bülow at last agrees to divorce. On 22 September, Das Rheingold is successfully premiered in Munich for King Ludwig, against Wagner’s wishes.






	 

	 

	 






	1870

	 

	Wagner works on Siegfried and Götterdämmerung. On 5 March Die Walküre is first performed for King Ludwig, and although this too is against Wagner’s wishes it is a tremendous success. On 19 July France declares war against Prussia, and is eventually defeated and humiliated. Wagner and Brahms both eventually produce tasteless celebrations, Wagner with his comic opera pastiche libretto A Capitulation, which he seriously thought his acolyte conductor Hans Richter should set to music. On 25 August, Wagner marries Cosima at the Protestant Church in Lucerne. She finally becomes a Lutheran in October the following year. On 25 December, Wagner directs the Siegfried Idyll on the stairwell at Tribschen, with Hans Richter playing the brief trumpet part.






	 

	 

	 






	1871

	 

	On 5 February, Wagner completes the orchestral score of Siegfried Act III. On 16 April Wagner and Cosima visit the Margrave’s Opera House at Bayreuth, and although they realise that it is unsuitable for The Ring, they decide on Bayreuth anyway as the place to build a new opera house dedicated to The Ring. They wishfully imagine that the first performances can take place in 1873.






	 

	 

	 






	1872

	 

	On 8 January, Wagner chooses his site for the theatre, where it stands today. In February, he acquires the site for his own house, and establishes a committee to organise the enterprise at Bayreuth. In April, he moves to Bayreuth. On 22 May, he lays the foundation stone for his new theatre, and conducts Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony at the Margrave’s Opera House. He works on Götterdämmerung from temporary accommodation at 7 Dammallee, where he is living with wife and children which he numbered at five, always treating Bülow’s children with the same enthusiastic affection as his own.






	 

	 

	 






	1873

	 

	Wagner continues work on Götterdämmerung, but spends much time and effort travelling and attempting to raise funds for the Bayreuth enterprise. Ludwig, heartbroken and angry at not having The Ring for Munich, refuses to help. Wagner is also on the search for suitable singers.






	 

	 

	 






	1874

	 

	On 26 February, King Ludwig relents a little, and agrees to a loan of 100,000 thalers, which would be liquidated from the receipts of the festival. Although this destroys Wagner’s ideals and intentions that entry should be free, he feels compelled to accept. On 28 April, Wagner moves into his new villa, Wahnfried. He spends the summer selecting and rehearsing singers, and on 21 November, he finally completes the orchestral score of Götterdämmerung.






	 

	 

	 






	1875

	 

	The year is dominated by the need for fundraising, including many concerts conducted by Wagner. He coaches singers in summer, and in the autumn he visits Vienna to coach at rehearsals for Tannhäuser and Lohengrin.






	 

	 

	 






	1876

	 

	The year is likewise dominated by preparations for the three original cycles of Der Ring des Nibelungen and the aftermath. It is attended by royalty and leading lights throughout the civilised world. The Emperor of Germany who had not helped financially but did attend, commented ‘I never thought you would bring it off.’ Wagner’s friendship with Judith Gautier ripens into a passionate attachment, but no more. To Wagner’s despair, the loss from the festival amounts to 148,000 marks, annihilating his hopes of repeating the festival and putting right the faults next year. He spends three months touring Italy with his entourage, attempting to salvage his own seriously declining health.






	 

	 

	 






	1877

	 

	Wagner begins to set about Parsifal in earnest, completing the poem on 19 April. He conducts eight concerts at the Royal Albert Hall, London along with Hans Richter in the attempt to reduce the festival deficit, and is so depressed and disillusioned that he thinks seriously of emigrating to America. At the same time (15 September), he makes plans with the patrons of Bayreuth to found a music school there and perform all his works from Der fliegende Holländer in series at the Bayreuth Theatre. Late in September he begins to compose Parsifal.






	 

	 

	 






	1878

	 

	King Ludwig does a deal on 31 March: the King can perform all Wagner’s works at Munich, in exchange for a 10% royalty from the performances which will be used to pay off the existing loan from the King. The King will also loan free of charge the orchestral and choral forces of the court opera, along with their conductor, for the Bayreuth Parsifal, upon which Wagner now continues to work more confidently.






	 

	 

	 






	1879

	 

	Wagner continues with Parsifal. He enjoys family life as an enthusiastic, kindly and romping parent, often slightly at odds with Cosima’s more authoritarian approach; Cosima for instance always expected her children to kiss her hand when they came into the room.






	 

	 

	 






	1880

	 

	Wagner spends almost the whole year in Italy, leaving Bayreuth on New Year’s Eve 1879, and arriving back on 17 November. He is still trying to protect his health in the milder Mediterranean climes. On the way back, he once more meets King Ludwig, but is thereafter never to see him again.






	 

	 

	 






	1881

	 

	Wagner makes more progress with Parsifal, and is reasonably satisfied with two cycles of The Ring in Berlin during May. In November he again escapes from the now dangerous winter climate of southern Germany, and makes for Palermo.






	 

	 

	 






	1882

	 

	There in Palermo at the Hotel des Palmes, Wagner completes the orchestral score of Parsifal on January 13 1882. He stays in Palermo until 20 March, arriving in Bayreuth on 1 May. There are 16 performances of Parsifal, between 26 July and 29 August, with changing casts. At the final performance, Wagner takes the baton from Hermann Levi for the last part of Act III. On 14 September, Wagner leaves Bayreuth for the last time, travelling to Venice where he has rooms in the Palazzo Vendramin. On 25 December, he conducts a private performance of his youthful C major Symphony at the Teatro la Fenice.






	 

	 

	 






	1883

	 

	On 13 February in Venice, Wagner has a fatal heart attack, and dies. Cosima, rushing the scene but probably just too late, cradles him in her arms and cannot bear to release him. (The story that the English flower maiden, Carrie Pringle, played any part in Wagner’s demise has long been exposed as a ‘canard’ by Stewart Spencer.) Wagner’s body is brought back to Bayreuth in state, for an impressive funeral, and he is mourned throughout the civilised world, even by those who had been his enemies in life.






























TWO


TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF WAGNER’S FASCINATION





Wagner. Weaver of Spells. Pied Piper of Bayreuth. What is the secret of his hold over the imagination? How does it work, and what is its significance? Can it offer something worthwhile to the world and to each of us personally? These are questions for longstanding Wagnerians, for newcomers, for puzzled outsiders and even for anti-Wagnerians. They are questions which have fascinated me since first being drawn into my father’s enthusiasm more than half a century ago. They are fundamental to the Wagner Experience, and the hope of discovering some answers was a spur to this book.


Wagner’s impact often gains from the sheer surprise, the mix of joy and disbelief that go with first discovery. This was the case with my father, and his introduction to Wagner is so telling that it is worth describing. As a boy during the early 1920s my father watched a silent film which had nothing to do with Wagner but whose background music, even as a primitive piano duet, gripped his imagination. The film was soon lost to memory, but the music stayed with him forever; and it turned out to be the ‘Ride of the Valkyries’. A decade later in the 1930s, Hitler had a scheme for foreign students to come and help build his Autobahns and witness his economic miracle, and my father was one of them. For two weeks’ tough manual labour, students were given some money and a third week’s pass to travel anywhere on the German State Railways. My father took the opportunity to go Nuremberg for a Nazi rally, and then on to Munich and The Ring. He was profoundly disturbed by Nuremberg, but this did not spoil his experience of The Ring. It was love at first sight, and like the music at the silent film, it stayed with him forever.


Wagner had exactly this same impact on C.S. Lewis and Anton Bruckner, to name but two. Lewis, whose Narnia books are still children’s best-sellers in many languages after half a century, described in his autobiography how ‘in the dark crowded shop of T. Edens Osborne, I first heard a record of the Ride of the Valkyries. The experience came like a thunderbolt. It was not a new pleasure but a new kind of pleasure, if indeed pleasure is the right word, rather than trouble, ecstasy, astonishment, “a conflict of sensations without name”.’12 Wagner was just as much ‘trouble, ecstasy and astonishment’ for Anton Bruckner, the great Austrian symphonist. Bruckner’s first encounter with Wagner’s music was Tannhäuser at Linz in 1863.13 Previously Bruckner had composed church music of high quality but provincial aspirations, and he had become a formidable theoretician, but it was Tannhäuser that unlocked the wellsprings of his creative imagination, not so much as a musical experience as something like falling in love or a religious conversion. Tannhäuser sparked off the symphonies which send Bruckner’s name resounding round the world and which, significantly, are quite unlike the work which triggered them off.


This instant, life-changing impact was what Wagner always hoped for, and this is exactly the experience of many who fall under his spell, but it is not how everybody comes to Wagner. It can be a ‘slow burn’ as Sir Simon Rattle has described it; and access to the Wagner Experience can be difficult, even for people whose interest has been aroused. Robert S. Fisher, one of America’s leading West Coast Wagnerians and editor of the Californian Leitmotive, has observed, ‘How often have I encountered someone who is a newcomer to Wagner, and is tremendously excited by hearing the enthusiasm that Wagnerians uncontrollably express; he thereupon decides to attend the next Wagnerian performance, only to be gravely disappointed and mystified. Whatever the elusive element that the initiated comprehend, our newcomer finds only long, tedious and boring. I am not sure exactly how one does enter the inner circle, but we owe it to the uninitiated to warn them of something like an apprenticeship before one experiences the transcendental euphoria.’14 Some people understand Wagner’s language easily and intuitively. Others need help with it, and this book helps with finding the wavelength.


Wagner hoped to make his special, decisive impact on his audience from the very outset of his career, as he made clear after the Berlin premiere of Der Fliegende Holländer. He wrote happily to his first wife, Minna, ‘I had achieved my aim: I had woven a spell round the audience, such that the first act had transported them into that strange mood which forced them to follow me wherever I chose to take them.’15


This study often quotes Wagner directly (in translation), because his own words are often best at making the points. His vast correspondence vividly summons up his views and ideas and the cast of his personality, both letters written by him and other peoples’ letters to him or about him. These letters come by the thousand, and they are excellent primary sources. Another rich primary source but more chequered is his autobiography, Mein Leben, and equally important are Cosima’s Diaries, the nearly-shorthand account of their life together by his permanently infatuated and worshipful second wife. (She was also rigid, ruthless and authoritarian, and she often told him how he ought to behave.) Her diaries are a mix of banalities (‘My father and R. agreed that they would both write to the wine merchant’), vignettes of the Wagner household, and shafts of blinding illumination into his life and work, with frequent verbatim accounts of what he said. Perhaps the peculiar hues of Wagner’s character and its fascinating variety emerge most immediately from the letters he wrote himself. Over twelve thousand survive; and his son-in-law, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, said of them, ‘These show us the man; he seems to step out of them bodily before our eyes.’16 This is true but not the whole truth; the reality was more complicated, and with Wagner the reality was always more complicated. He had a passion for unburdening himself on the page, and yet there were always aspects of himself that he kept back from particular correspondents, so that his letters rarely give more than a partial picture. His personal correspondence reveals how he was driven to preach under pressure of ideas, above all by his conviction in the transforming power of art, his art. Even writing to his young niece, Franziska, he entreated her to recognize his aspirations and understand ‘the significance of an artwork, where a human soul is telling them its joys and sorrows … my only holdfast is the individual in whom I can see that I have preached to his conscience, and stung him up to free himself from the lies and hypocrisy, making him a fellow fighter against the empty reign of worldly wisdom.’17 (What did the young girl make of that?)


Another source for Wagner, both facts and ideas were his published prose works, the huge essays which acted as vehicles for his development. Written as the occasion demanded, they set out his theories on art and a vast welter of topics; and they were part of his method for formulating his ideas and principles. Opera and Drama (Oper und Drama, Leipzig, 1852) was the testing ground where he worked out the ground-rules for the new musico-dramatic forms that he was then fashioning, above all for Der Ring des Nibelungen. These rules were like the grammar of a language which he was both creating and teaching himself. A knowledge of the grammar, the syntax and the vocabulary of a language is the foundation from which people go on to speak it freely. After a person has absorbed its elements he is barely conscious of them when actually speaking. Wagner was in an especially demanding position in that he needed first to formulate the grammar, syntax and vocabulary of the new musico-dramatic language he was forging, and then learn and absorb it so fully that it became second nature. Without doing this, he could never have gone on to express himself so freely. He explained his method of training and teaching himself to his loyal Dresden supporter, Theodor Uhlig,18 the court violinist, telling him that Opera and Drama was his textbook, so that ‘through Opera and Drama, I am always coming to a better understanding of myself’. He expanded this explanation for the composer Franz Liszt,19 telling him that his purpose in Opera and Drama was ‘to draw into the light the things dawning inside me, in order once again to cast myself back into the lovely unconsciousness of artistic creation’.


He had instinctively grasped the principle that language does not simply describe and define our experience; it actually shapes it and makes it real. It was the Frenchman, Jacques Lacan,20 who is credited with recognising this. Lacan advanced our understanding of how language gives to our experiences a new solidity and strengthens their meaning, and has unwittingly made it even clearer why Wagner needed new languages, verbal and musical, to encompass his new masterpieces and make them real. It is difficult to imagine how he could have created The Ring without new languages to represent it. Later there would be times when he would bend his new languages and even swerve from them, but as Richard Strauss would one day say, in order to break the rules you have to know the rules. Wagner had seen to it that he had created theoretical foundations so strong and knew them so well, that he was able to extend his new-found powers and go beyond their original limits.


His prose works are not a unified system of thought, because he wrote them as the occasion demanded; and because the demands continued to evolve, his prose works expressed a process, and a mental state that was continuously evolving, and never a final, definitive standpoint. Wagner continued publishing his views on an ever wider miscellany of subjects, and opinions have long been divided between those who see Wagner’s stage works as expounding the same ideas as those in his prose works and those who see a gulf between them. Some of Wagner’s essays now seem bizarre, like the one late in life where he suggested that the entire population of Europe should decamp to the tropics to facilitate a vegetarian diet and a healthier life, on the unfounded assumption that it was only the miserable and unhealthy climate of Europe that made it necessary to eat meat.21 However this suggestion of a mass migration from Europe was not Wagner’s idea, but a popular one at this period; and Cosima’s Diaries show that Wagner had taken it from his friend, Count Gobineau.


Wagner was neither the first nor the last to demonstrate that in a great mind brilliant ideas and profound truths could sit side by side with nonsense; and his methods fell short of the unvarying severity of another great prophet of the nineteenth century, Karl Marx, whose career and methods, and even his convictions, often ran parallel with Wagner’s, as we shall see in Der Ring des Nibelungen. Wagner did not always gather and sift his facts with the same rigour as Marx before taking them as the basis for a theory, but his prose works still contain many important ideas and Wagner did often support them with a sound basis of evidence. They may represent flights of imagination, but his proposals for action also came with practical suggestions for their implementation in the most intricate, meticulous detail.22 His writings are at their best and most popular when discussing music and drama, and they contain some of the finest thinking ever documented on these topics. There were many areas of his ideas where his prose works demonstrate a powerful and original mind at work. They never set out a single system of thought but nor for that matter did Freud and Jung, Marx, Keynes or Nietzsche; and their ideas were not the less valid and influential on that account. Hans Richter, Wagner’s Hungarian protégé who conducted the original cycles of The Ring at Bayreuth, probably spoke for most people when he was asked what he thought of the master’s prose works, and answered that he would gladly give them all in exchange for one more score. But anyone who comes to terms with Wagner’s overloaded style and actually reads his prose works usually appreciates why it was that at the end of the nineteenth century, when they were at the height of their influence, his devotees saw them as the fount of all wisdom. That was the grand era of Wagnerism, and although it has faded, Wagner was a figure of real significance both as a literary thinker and essayist. Many of his ideas and theories have a timeless relevance; but it was not as a thinker and essayist that he earned his place high among the immortals.


Incomparably greater was his achievement as a creative artist. His ten dramas expressed in music are as vital as ever. The spell that they cast maintains its hold more powerfully; and the importance of what they tell us seems, if anything, to grow. The Introduction described how they are concerned with the great issues, and also express compelling arguments why these concerns are vital, the advantages of taking them seriously, for the individual, for society, and for the world. They also offer warnings if we neglect these concerns, the disadvantages for the individual, for society, and for the world. Many of Wagner’s ideas about drama and its importance come from Aeschylus, the tragedian of ancient Athens who appeared to him incomparable (and with good reason). He told Cosima that the Oresteia, the one surviving trilogy of Aeschylus (the only extant series of three consecutive dramas) was ‘the most perfect thing in every way, poetic, philosophical, and religious,’ and at the celebration banquet after the first Bayreuth Festival, Franz Liszt, who was by then his father-in-law, gratified Wagner by suggesting that the mantle of Aeschylus (and indeed of Shakespeare as well) had fallen on Wagner. Wagner conceived of Athenian drama, and above all the Oresteia, as an ideal fusion of the arts, bringing catharsis to those who experienced it. Catharsis was an idea formulated by Aristotle, the great philosophical polymath of the ancient world, and it can be summarised, if only superficially, as the ordering and balancing of the emotions through vicarious experience, principally that of drama. Wagner idolised the drama of the Athenians, envisaging it as High Culture with a spiritual dimension, which could yet somehow, amazingly, enthral the entire population of ‘ordinary’ Athenians. It was as if the members of the great British public who now throng the stadiums for football matches were to go there instead for a performance of Hamlet or Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis or some extraordinary mixture of both. Thanks to its cathartic effect, what the Athenians experienced in the theatre would refashion their engagement with the gods, the world, and other people. It worked, as Wagner understood it, because the Athenian drama originated from the spirit of the whole people, the Athenian ‘Volk’, even though it was the creation of an individual playwright. It was a drama which both validated human existence and paid homage to the gods, and it embodied a life-enhancing ideal of high culture that Wagner took as his own. He exhorted his violinist friend Theodor Uhlig, ‘Let us not forget that culture alone can enable us to enjoy what man in his highest fullness can enjoy,’23 and again and again in Opera and Drama and Art and Revolution (1849) he made it clear that the specific culture he had in mind was its highest form, which for him meant drama. His drama would be one which would fulfil and regenerate those experiencing it as he believed Greek drama had done. He would not try to resurrect Aeschylus or copy him literally because ‘the resurrection of Greekism’ (Ashton Ellis) struck him as both impossible and not even desirable in a world so utterly changed. Moreover he saw the Athenian model as fatally flawed because it was built on slavery, and slavery had led to its downfall. Even so, Greek tragedy provided his model and shaped his aspirations. Like the Athenian dramatists, Wagner would reanimate myth, whose truths were relevant to humanity ‘for all time; however the epochs may change’. He would make his own the idea that drama should be a fusion of all the arts and should transform consciousness. He above all absorbed the Oresteia, and it specifically influenced The Ring, its shape, its myth, and even some of its action and characters. In the early prose drafts of The Ring, for instance, there is a turning point in the action when the three Norns, three very Northern creatures, warn Wotan, the supreme god, that he must give up the Ring to avoid the curse placed upon it by Alberich.24 Eventually Wagner reassigned this warning to a new character, Erda. Erda is the spirit of the earth and source of all wisdom in The Ring, but before Wagner Erda was unknown to Northern mythology. She is a direct import of the Greek earth-goddess Gaia. This is just one example how Greece and the Oresteia hover in the background of The Ring and mould its action, glinting through its fabric like a mysterious presence. Part of the transforming potential of his Greek originals which Wagner took over was that he too would hold up a mirror for people, a miraculous mirror showing them in a better, more ideal form, revealing them as they should be. He believed that this picture would spur them on to better and fulfil themselves. As well as his debt to Aeschylus, Wagner acknowledged another to Shakespeare, his other favourite dramatist. He saw Shakespeare as absolute in his veracity, in his ‘holding up a mirror to nature and his intimate grasp of humanity’.25 ‘Shakespeare sees people and sets them before us … Shakespeare’s histories contain the whole history of man … Nobody understood humanity as well as Shakespeare.’ These quotes come from Cosima’s Diaries, and they are just a few from the hundreds documenting Wagner’s unstinting admiration for Shakespeare.


In all this Wagner adopted an aesthetic approach recognised by Maurice Kufferath in his book, Parsifal, published in Paris in 1890, an ideal of drama ‘which finds in artistic sensibility the expression of man’s highest aspirations, of the eternal Desire for the Best, and makes art the complement of ethics and morality’. This was Wagner’s approach, and Kufferath contrasted it with an attitude ‘which reduces art more or less to the level of agreeable entertainment,’ although Wagner was realistic enough to grasp that if artistic creations did not provide people with a positive feeling and some kind of pleasure, however exalted, they would never promote the things which were important.


Wagner actually went deeper than Greek drama in his ability to ‘sting up’ his audience because, as the Introduction hinted, he possessed an intuitive grasp of depth psychology long before its founding fathers had formulated it. His dramas are steeped in psychology and myth, and they look forward, as constructive prescriptions for the future. This purposive view is distinctly un-Freudian. Freud’s views on art, myth and dreams were more often what is known as ‘reductive’. Freud saw art largely as a coping mechanism for dealing with the traumas of life and coming to terms with them, and particularly for resolving damage from the deep past. For Freud artistic experience provided escapes and sublimations, particularly escapes into wish-fantasy. If art could perform this Freudian function and heal past damage, this was no mean achievement, but Wagner was in line with Jung in believing that art could do far more. Wagner saw myth as revealing meaning in things, and the myths which he enveloped in his ‘equinoctial music’ (the words of Laurens van der Post) offer suggestions by which to live. The most obvious illustration of a purposive myth is in Siegfried, the third part of Der Ring des Nibelungen. For now, the point is that Siegfried is a hero myth representing the universal patterns and challenges facing young men (and nowadays young women). As a person absorbs a myth, it moulds and guides his outlook and actions.


Wagner believed that in creating his prescriptive, didactic dramas he was creating something universal for the world which was yet very German, just as Greek tragedy is universal but very Greek. He had taken over from Herder an idea of German-ness as embodied in the German Volk. The Volk possessed a common heritage of German myth and wisdom, and this German, ‘völkisch’ quality was both provincial and universal. This was part of a paradoxical outlook which he shared with various contemporaries, the belief that the values of the Volk, the community, were local and homely, and yet supra-national. The Volk and its values signified a nourishing sense of community for Wagner and many of his contemporaries, which they considered to be at risk when people aggregated in great, soulless cities. Wagner particularly disapproved of cities such as Paris or London, because they cut people off from their roots, and they were not places fit for human beings. When Wagner extols the Volk, it is the character of provincial Nuremberg and Weimar that he evidently has in mind. After Goethe and Schiller had lived there, Weimar regarded itself and was regarded widely by others as the ideal of a German state. Weimar was even compared with Bethlehem, the birthplace of Jesus Christ, as another town which was great in its very smallness. The Volk in such places could keep better in touch with its sources of natural wisdom, and as a result it could siphon them up and broadcast them out to the world to its universal enrichment, which was why these sources of wisdom were both local and universal. Wagner explained, ‘Whereas the Greek work of art expressed the spirit of a splendid nation, the Artwork of the Future [his own art] is intended to express the spirit of the people regardless of all national boundaries.’ He also said, ‘The National Element in it must be no more than an ornament, an added individual charm, not a limiting restriction.’ This is not exactly the strident German nationalism often attributed to Wagner. He intended his art and its völkisch wells of wisdom to enrich humanity, not to subjugate it. All this points to something further which the Volk signified for Wagner, something that came close to the ‘collective unconscious’, the innate source of knowledge, ideas and dispositions postulated by Jung as common to all. For Wagner the Volk personified Jung’s ‘wisdom of the unconscious’, and this was part of Wagner’s inveterate tendency to personify, a tendency which stood him in good stead as a dramatist.


These are some of the background factors that make the Wagner Experience so eternally relevant, ‘however the epochs may change’. Much of Wagner’s own background thinking, the intellectual soil from which his works blossomed, was richly positive because it was so humanitarian and high-minded. As we shall see from what he tells us in The Ring, Wagner was fundamentally a liberal intellectual, and he always remained so at heart, however far he was driven to compromise. Many writers on Wagner seem not to realise that he always struggled against being a political suspect. He spent years striving to overturn his banishment and exile, and in the new industrialised Germany of the Bayreuth years he was at a very real risk of being in trouble again, and so he did compromise his ideals.


There were other aspects of his intellectual firmament which were genuinely objectionable and which I discuss in due course, but these seldom materialise in his dramas. His dramas were like roses growing in a fertile loam where some rank compost had once been dug in. The compost is metabolised to be part of the richness, but the roses themselves are not like the compost. The rankest element of that compost was his racist theorising, but it was only one element and, as Chapter 9, on obstacles to the Wagner Experience, will explain, racial prejudice was not a specifically Wagnerian property, but commonplace.


Access to the Wagner Experience does not come through following a set of rules and formulas, as happens with access to maths or physics, or in learning a foreign language. I emphasise again that its essential requirement is to spend time on the dramas themselves. For the Wagner Experience to work, we need to make it our experience. This was one reason why Wagner was eager that his works should speak in ways which communicate directly. Equally he wanted us to participate in the experiences of the principal characters of his drama. Although he inherited his drama from Aeschylus and Shakespeare, he determined to recast it in a language that was as easy as possible to understand, so that ‘nothing should be left to the synthesising intellect’.


Drama was always Wagner’s ideal, but it is important to grasp what he meant by ‘drama’. For Wagner, the drama is emphatically not the music. It is not the text. It is not the staging or the acting. It is expressed and articulated by these things, but they are simply the means to an end. The drama is something different, an abstraction shimmering away beyond the means, and Wagner described it as ‘the poetic intent’. It may be the music, the text, the staging and the acting which convert that underlying intent into a form that we can apprehend, but this is all rather different from the widespread belief that Wagner regarded his texts as fundamental, the real thing, and the music as some kind of handmaid, a minor subordinate. This belief may have arisen from his startling metaphor, that music is ‘the womanly element, the bearing element that needs the poetic aim as a begetting seed’. He held that music needs a text; ‘after music has received the fertilising seed from the poet, it forms and ripens the fruit by its own individual powers.’26 This gave rise to the notion that he saw the music as colouring and the text as the essential, but the truth of the matter was established early by Wagner himself, as far back as Lohengrin. Lohengrin is the ultimate romantic opera and was completed before Wagner defined his ideas of music drama, and yet he wrote to Liszt at Weimar about Lohengrin, to spell out ‘the only purpose that guided me, I mean the simple and bare intention of the drama!’27 (The emphasis is Wagner’s own.) Drama was already the essential, so much so that soon afterwards he was writing another letter to make the same point to Baron Ziegesar, then Theaterintendant at Weimar, and urging him that every element in the Lohengrin performance at Weimar should support the drama.


The reason for Wagner’s apparent emphasis on text in Opera and Drama was that in traditional opera, he saw music looming too large and ‘behaving like a tyrant’. Opera and Drama described the music as ‘a mightily waxing monster’, whose ‘shameless insolence … made poetry lay down her whole being at her feet.’ In the category of opera Wagner saw music as subverting the plot, stamping its shape on the text, and deforming the metres of verse and accents of speech. Such concerns were not new. In 1691, while writing a new version of King Arthur as a vehicle for music by Henry Purcell, the poet Dryden wrote that ‘the Numbers of Poetry and Vocal Musick are sometimes so contrary that in many places I have been obliged to cramp my verses and make them rugged to the hearer’.28 Dryden nevertheless took his secondary position under Purcell in good part; ‘Because these sorts of Entertainments are principally designed for the Ear and Eye, my Art, on this occasion, ought to be subservient to his.’29


Wagner the poet would have none of it. He never allowed music to impose false accents on the words, and he even later built his ordinance into the plot of Die Meistersinger, where Hans Sachs, the cobbler poet, pillories Beckmesser’s song in Act II because its melody does indeed ‘cramp his verses’ and impose false accents on the metre. From The Ring onwards, Wagner himself succeeded in creating verses and melodies where the speech accents match the musical accents. He had also been just as unhappy about operas where the music was allowed to twist the drama out of shape, spinning out minor episodes to give opportunities for arias, ensembles, and choruses, but throwing away the action’s pivot points in some perfunctory recitative ‘because they do not lend themselves to operatic numbers’. ‘Every bar of dramatic music is justified only by the fact that it explains something in the action, or in the character of the actor,’ as he wrote in his letter to Liszt, and he demanded that ‘Music should do no more than contribute towards its full share of making the drama clearly and quickly comprehensible. People should not think of the music at all, but only feel it in an unconscious manner, while their fullest sympathy should be wholly occupied by the action represented.’30 His aim was not to take music’s previous dominance and transfer it to the text, but to secure an equal balance among all the ingredients. This synthesis would give the drama its character and make it so compelling that we lose ourselves in it, as Wagner once described happening to himself during a performance of Tristan und Isolde. He lost all awareness of the music as such, and became transported into the drama owing to the prodigious achievement of Ludwig Schnorr von Carolsfeld,31 the dramatic tenor who sang the title role. Wagner described how ‘in his overwhelming portrayal of the Act III Tristan, the orchestra completely disappeared beside him, or more accurately, appeared to be subsumed into his delivery’.


In some of his works, most obviously Das Rheingold, Die Walküre, Tristan and Parsifal, he devised the drama simultaneously in words and music. He told the same story in parallel texts of words and sound, and there are such rigorous connections between them that it becomes impossible to separate the story from the twin registers of its expression. We know more about Wagner’s composition process in Parsifal than any other work, because he had then established his base at Bayreuth, and in Parsifal the musical composition largely went hand in hand with writing the text, each building on the other in a kind of mutual leapfrog. Wagner actually remodelled the words of Christ which are intoned by a mystical choir during the ‘Communion Scene’ in Act I, in order to make them fit the music he was inspired to write for them. The bond between his words and his music was not always so close, and the links between creating the text and composing the music varied greatly in directness and intimacy. Götterdämmerung stood at the other extreme from Parsifal, because he eventually set about composing the music fifteen years after completing the text. Although it was still a poem (Wagner’s term) designed for music, any memory of his original intentions had become shadowy, and as a composer he had advanced so far that it was almost like creating music for another man’s text. The case of Die Meistersinger was different again, because he had the overture complete in his head before even thinking his way through the drama, and this Overture eventually provided leitmotives for words and ideas that did not exist when it was conceived. With Wagner there was no standard practice.


All of this brings us up against a paradox. The Wagner Experience centres on the drama, but it is expressed in music; and the music is at the heart of the Wagner Experience. It is ecstatic in its own right. It is mesmerising. If the drama is a mirror through which to view new realms, it is the music which dissolves the mirror in a silver mist and draws us through it. It is the music which summons into being Wagner’s undiscovered countries; and it is the music which spirits us away to them. The music acts as a magical intermediary, relating the drama to the audience. It makes the connection between the world of Wagner’s imagination and the audience’s own real world. ‘What was impossible for Shakespeare, that is, to act every one of his roles, is something that the composer achieves with the greatest ease, speaking directly through his performing musicians.’32


The music conjures up the very experience of his characters for the imagination. The French writer Édouard Schuré, who had been at the original Munich performances of Tristan und Isolde, recalled this effect of the music, that ‘the interior of the characters became transparent … All the currents and undercurrents of thought insinuated themselves into me in such an all-encompassing manner and with such overwhelming force, that everything that occurred within Isolde occurred within me.’


The music also enables its hearers to live the drama as a whole, partaking in the entire drama as a parallel reality. Wagner stated as much, putting his words into the mouths of the chorus towards the end of Die Meistersinger. The Knight Walther von Stolzing has related his dream, his visionary experience of Eva, and recreated it in music, in his prize song. He stands for Wagner and for what Wagner’s music could do; and the chorus comments:








So hold und traut,


wie fern es schwebt,


doch ist es grad’,


als ob man selber alles miterlebt.







However far it soars,


It is so fair and familiar;


It is as if one experienced it all with him.











Thanks to the music, people do find that they ‘experience it all with him’. Wagner’s music also persuades us of worlds, actions, events, that would otherwise not seem real, and his recommendations about staging his works were all directed towards increasing the suspension of disbelief induced by the music. It may be the drama that presents his political, philosophical, psychological, and spiritual directives to his audience, but it is the music which endows them with a uniquely persuasive force.


Wagner’s music gains its power of persuasion by connecting with the imagination at many levels. The chapter on Wagner’s music explains the form and structure that people sense in Wagner’s music, even though it is only distantly related to normal rules of musical forms, and its peculiar capacity to connect with the unconscious.


In this capacity as a composer, Wagner saw himself as the successor to Beethoven, rather as he regarded himself as the descendent of Aeschylus and Shakespeare in drama. It was Beethoven ‘in whom there thrived the power of shaping the unfathomable, the never-seen, the ne’er experienced, which yet becomes the most immediate experience, of most transparent comprehensibility’.33 It was Beethoven who had ‘opened up the faculty of instrumental music for expressing elemental storm and stress,’34 and Beethoven’s Eroica Symphony exemplified for Wagner the his mentor’s ‘seer-like ability’ to create a work where ‘all the truly human feelings are present, feelings of love, of grief, of force, nothing human is a stranger, the most feeling softness married to the most energetic force.’35 In Beethoven ‘music became the syllables, the words and phrases of a speech where a message yet unheard could express itself, where the inexpressible could proclaim itself.’36 As the context makes clearer, Wagner meant musical speech, the musical language which Beethoven had forged in his symphonies and which Wagner aimed to take further. Wagner also believed that in Beethoven musical meaning, which had hitherto been oceanic but vague and indeterminate, came nearest to the precision of words; that in Beethoven the feeling and the meaning of the music almost crystallised in spoken language. Wagner saw the Ninth Symphony as the landmark (‘Grenzstein’) where Beethoven’s expression had finally erupted out beyond music into words, and he hailed it as the ‘redemption of music from her own peculiar element into the realm of universal art. After this, only the perfect artwork of the future can follow, the universal drama to which Beethoven had forged the key.’37


Wagner believed, with some justice, that he was the one to turn that key and unlock the door. He created for his dramas a music which was as transcendental as Beethoven’s. Music of such expressive force added to the problems and challenges of making sure that his dramas were not hijacked by ‘music’s overweening dominance’, but Wagner succeeded. In Wagner the music, however compelling, invariably serves the drama, enhancing it with intimations that neither the words nor the actions of the performers could express.


Partly because of its relationship to unconscious mental processes, Wagner’s is a music of unusual power and intensity, a music where even the silences are hypnotic. It has not only a unique expressive force but a uniquely seductive persuasion. Wagner himself recognised this when he modified his belief that music and the other arts should make equal contributions, as he did after encountering Schopenhauer’s most influential work, The World as Will and Representation (as it is usually translated). Thereafter Wagner became increasingly convinced that music stood apart. He came to regard music as unique, sinking a deep shaft into an ultimate reality which was otherwise unattainable. In music ‘the world displays its essence directly, whereas in the other arts, this essence has to pass through the medium of understanding before it can be displayed.’38 Many years previously Wagner, only twenty, had written to Rosalie, his adored sister, that his music ‘so poured from my innermost soul’ that ‘it must pass to the souls of others’.39 Wagner had not then developed to the point of being able to make this happen, but in time he succeeded in creating a music which does pass to the souls of others. In his late essay on the term ‘Music Drama’ he said ‘I should have been happy to describe my dramas as deeds of music become visible.’40


What was actually visible at Bayreuth in Wagner’s time often raises a condescending smile today. James Treadwell in his book Interpreting Wagner41 exemplifies the belief that staging has immeasurably progressed. He describes his incredulity that anything so primitive, ineffective and outmoded as the original stage models in the museum in Bayreuth should ever have appeared convincing. It is even suggested that Wagner had no visual sense, and that his own stagings were obstacles to his works. Obstacles, however, was not precisely what they seemed originally. Henri Fantin-Latour was a painter possessed with an undeniable visual sense, and here is what he wrote after seeing the opening scene of Das Rheingold:




Oh, it is unique. Nothing else is like it. It represents a feeling as yet only partially understood … there is nothing more beautiful, more realised among my ‘féerique’ memories. The movements of the Maidens who swim while singing are perfect, Alberich who desires the gold, the lighting, the beam of light which the gold throws down into the water, is ravishing. It is feeling, it is not music, nor theatre décor, nor subject, but the enthralment of the spectator – yet spectator is not the right word, nor is auditor correct. All is contained.42





Obstacles and hostilities to Wagner do genuinely exist, but as we can see in Chapter 9 many of them are grounded not in fact but in illusions, often the result of false information about Wagner. Some authorities on Wagner, such as Hartmut Zelinsky or Robert Gutman evidently detest the subject of their preoccupations, whereas I mainly feel an enormous admiration for this strange and troubled man, but the question whether one loves or loathes him does not affect the value of what he offers us. Nietzsche denied any such value after his estrangement from Wagner, and he virtually objected that the Wagner Experience was nothing but an opium, a flight from reality that was intrinsically pernicious.


No-one would reasonably deny the greatness of Nietzsche, but as a doctor I can only disagree. In the same way that Freud failed later to see that art was more than a compensation for traumas, Nietzsche after breaking with Wagner lost his previous awareness that the Wagner Experience could be more than an escape from life. Nietzsche was right that harm can come from taking anything, whether it is Wagner, religion, charitable works, sex, or mind-altering chemicals, and using it as an escape, as a means of avoiding the facts and challenges which we need to accept. People who depend on fantasy agents to make them more comfortable and bury their heads in the sand soon find that they are in the grip of disturbing addictions, but except for mind-altering chemicals, these same agents can be deployed rightly, and then they can centre us, replenish us, and empower us. The difficulty is that the dividing line between what is escapist and what enables us to handle life better is often a hazy one with a fair amount of overlap. There is no clear distinction. Even a complete flight from reality can be refreshing and positive if it is just an occasional resource. The challenge is about getting the balance right and avoiding dependencies, including the dependency on Wagner. Anyone can misuse Wagner as a route to illusion and wishful thinking, as Nietzsche warned, and we shall look at more of Nietzsche’s objections in Chapter 9.


However the more important point about the Wagner Experience is that it is not so much an escape from life, as forward looking towards making a better job of life. This entire study is in a sense about why Nietzsche was mistaken in believing Wagner was ‘bad for your health’. The Wagner Experience could almost be described as psychotherapeutic, and like the best kind of psychotherapy, the ‘cognitive’ kind, it requires that the person fully understands and participates to the point of embracing the process. The picture of the psychiatrist or therapist as a remote, inaccessible figure imposing godlike interpretations on submissive patients is far removed from an active participation such as the best therapists encourage, and in the same way, any quasi-psychotherapeutic effect from Wagner works better if we understand the process and embrace it. However, the term ‘psychotherapy’ is not quite right, because it implies something amiss, a pathology calling for a remedy, whereas Wagner’s benefits extend far beyond people with disorders. Even in good mental health, the human condition calls for constant stressful adjustments, such as those between our animal aspects and our higher selves. There is always some disunity among the different aspects, and this means that there is only a wavering, shifting line between damaging mental illness calling for psychiatric intervention, and the ‘normal’ disunity which is the common heritage of humanity. Even normal people can still benefit from better balance and integration. In both mental illness and this existential disunity, the Wagner Experience can help. In both cases the experience can open up and present new and positive possibilities.


I have mentioned one of the most appealing things about the Wagner Experience, its summoning of undiscovered realms from which we can and do return, replenished and enriched. Wagner’s dramas are reliable companions, friends in fair weather and foul, and they are like the promise of the mediaeval mystery play: ‘Everyman, I will go with thee, and be thy guide in thy most need to go by thy side,’ constantly touching our actions and re-framing our engagement with life.


They do this partly by acting as templates that align with our life events, recasting them and conferring on them a new value. They can disclose the gold in what seemed base metal or even dross. The positive they can enhance, and the negative and the ordinary they can transform. This is all part of that ‘redemption’ which Wagner was concerned to present. By the end of his life he clearly and openly intended his dramas to provide something close to religious redemption or salvation. In his late essay, Religion and Art, he described ‘art’ (his art) ‘as destined to reach its zenith in its affinity with religion,’ and he went on to explain how his art offered a redemption that was not far different from religion. The experience of his art can actually have an effect almost like the liturgies and observances of religion in their transforming effect. And like the liturgy and the services of organised religion Wagner’s works can signify different things on different occasions and at different stages of life. This is not for one moment to suggest that the Wagner Experience is itself a religion or a religious substitute, and as we shall see, Wagner vehemently rejected any such notion. Although five of his ‘big ten’ are set in a Christian context that looms larger in Wagner than in any other operatic composer, the Wagner Experience demands no metaphysical beliefs, nor any faith in a transcendent power (with the probable exception of Parsifal; and we shall come to that). It imposes no Ten Commandments or Sharia law. On the other hand, for these very reasons, it is not incompatible with religious beliefs, and it can be life-enhancing in much the same way as religion. Like religion at its best, it can centre us, creating fulfilment and integration, and it can also create an expansion of consciousness and a widening of sympathies. It too can transfigure life. That is why the Wagner Experience is so important, why it is perhaps that ‘Everyone needs Wagner’.
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THREE


TOWARDS AN UNDERSTANDING OF


WAGNER’S FASCINATION







… While with an eye made quiet by the power


Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,


We see into the life of things.


William Wordsworth


(‘Lines Written a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey’)





Wagner’s fascination permeates this book. Several aspects of that fascination have now been mentioned, the euphoric sense of perceptions widened, of boundaries enlarged, of increased potentials, and of greater meaning. The sense of empowerment which goes with it is not imaginary or artificial, as many examples have demonstrated: Bruckner’s new-found power to compose his symphonies, the summoning forth of poetry from T.S. Eliot or Baudelaire, and the drive towards the personal growth of D.H. Lawrence and C.S. Lewis. Just as important is Wagner’s empowerment of ordinary people, enabling them to live lives which are more inwardly fulfilling and more outwardly effective. This chapter discusses how and why the fascination works, but it is important to emphasise that aesthetic theories cannot be proved logically. Aesthetic theories belong to a domain where formal proof is intrinsically impossible; they belong to the same sphere as theories of history, science and economics, theories about the French Revolution and its causes, theories of light, theories explaining the rise of money: empirical categories where there can be no final, logical proofs, no mathematical QED. The important point is that the theories should appeal to reason: does an idea make sense; does it explain the facts? Is it the simplest explanation on offer? Does it sit happily with our general experience, and does it hold its own when faced with new information? These are the criteria for the theories of Wagner’s fascination presented here.


The first point to make is that the fascination of the Wagner Experience is an exceptional example of something quite common, the general appeal of artificial experiences. Given the chance, most people prefer to spend significant amounts of their time engaged with happenings and encounters which are not real. Paul Bloom, Professor of Psychology at Yale, has gone into the matter in detail,43 and draws on Time Management studies in the USA demonstrating how far Americans retreat into imaginary experiences whenever they are free to do what they want. They prefer to spend their leisure in ‘fictions’, a category which Paul Bloom takes to include any artificial worlds that are of someone else’s making, such as novels, films, video games, and television (in the USA over four hours a day on average), but also in the worlds which people create for themselves, worlds of daydream or fantasy. The appeal of fictions and artificial experiences is partly to do with the extent to which they take on the mantle of reality. Imaginary experiences can speak to people and affect them as much as if they were real. Paul Bloom gives as an example how people had nightmares for weeks after watching Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho, just as if they had actually witnessed its events. Again, J.K. Rowling, of Harry Potter fame, has described how she received letters, and not only from children, begging her to keep alive and safe such characters as Hagrid, Hermione, or Ron, because they meant so much to her readers. They had lived through many vital events with her characters, and had become as fond of her creations as if they were real-life friends. There are countless examples to illustrate this point, that people are eager to identify with fictions and keen to live out the non-existent experiences of non-existent characters. People who have discovered Wagner find that his creations score highly simply as imaginary experiences which they can live out rewardingly.


In a way, non-real experiences and characters can have a certain advantage over reality, because reality and our own real lives have some unexciting stretches, whereas fiction can be, as Clive James put it, ‘life with the dull bits left out’. Fictions also possess the advantage of being wider in range. Novels, plays, histories, biographies and television all spirit us away to interesting worlds and interesting people, not necessarily pleasant, who would otherwise remain outside our experience. This absorption into worlds beyond our own is common to the appeal of Homer, Macaulay, Dante, Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, television soap operas and now computer games, as well as Wagner. Paul Bloom provides evidence that vicarious experiences exercise this fascination in every culture where there is any evidence on the matter.


This is a first explanation for the appeal of fiction, and there is a second which is closely related. Bloom argues convincingly that human beings are innately designed to respond to fictions because they bring an evolutionary, perhaps even a survival value. There are good reasons (which space forbids elaborating further) for accepting that an important function of pleasure is to motivate behaviour which is ‘good for the genes’. The pleasure which comes from fictions, fables, novels, dramas, films and staged representations can often inspire beneficial behaviour. Stories instil suggestions for safe practice and achieving good things, as Siegfried well illustrates, and stories can give rise to essential change even among the unthinking and reluctant. Cautionary tales particularly provide warnings about avoiding unpleasant things and dangerous situations, or at least about preparing for them. There is thus an evolutionary advantage in these fictions, so that the human race has become conditioned over the ages to respond to them positively. Aristotle over two millennia ago said something like this of tragedy, a specialist branch of cautionary fiction. In a sense, all tragedy is didactic and cautionary, because it presents behaviour that is destructive and implicitly warns against it (as happens in Lohengrin). Tragedy often additionally provides pointers to ways that are constructive. No artificial experiences offer these benefits more generously than those presented by Wagner.


There is a third, related, reason for the appeal of fiction, that stories can be a ‘prime mechanism for how societies get nicer’, even if the opposite is also possible, how ‘moral insights such as the evils of slavery can be packaged in a form that persuades others and eventually becomes accepted as the status quo’.44 Multimillion-pound advertising industries are built on the fact that people emulate behaviours and standards which they witness on television, because ‘life follows art’ (applying the term ‘art’ in a broad, inclusive sense). Likewise Wagner’s dramas do not just model particular practices and values; they demand that we should adopt them, and this is only possible because the dramas and their characters draw us in.


Hence when Neville Cardus, the unforgettable music critic of the Manchester Guardian, asked himself the reasons for Wagner’s fascination, his first answers were ‘the exciting story represented in the drama’ and that ‘the public are attracted by his dramatic genius and the range of it’. The public were also attracted by its ideals; ‘The interest is the same in such old fashioned matters as idealism matched against corruption, in the revolt of youth against custom, in love as a solvent. And ordinary human nature will still respond to an imaginative representation of crude villainy and of selfless heroism soon to suffer disillusionment … Even in this age, the superstition still clings to many that a god can be symbolised by a genius, even if it is a god in chains.’ The range of ideas, examples and recommendations which Cardus compressed into this short passage is extraordinary.


The fascination of Wagner’s dramas is heightened by the music, and some people would go further, asserting that Wagner’s fascination is the music, a point of view which Neville Cardus half endorsed: ‘The appeal of The Ring to the audiences that flock to it is the vivid illustrative orchestral sound with its hammer rhythms for Nibelheim, its lilt and surge for the Rhine scenes, the tumult of the Valkyries’ ride, the gigantic stamping of the giants, the forging of Siegfried’s sword, the low-crawling heavings of Fafner the dragon, the evocation of fire and the sleep of Brünnhilde.’ In that he could translate these things into music, ‘Wagner was among the greatest and completest of musicians.’ The idea that it is the music that really is Wagner’s fascination can often appear to be borne out at concert performances where members of the audience are visibly ‘blissed out’ by the music.


In a distinctive assessment of The Ring, Prof. William O. Cord took the matter of Wagner’s fascination beyond the action and the music. What he said of The Ring is set out here abbreviated, and his assessment applies to Wagner’s fascination generally.




There is a Universality about Wagner’s creative works, a Universality in theme, in topic, in content, of context, in nature, in character, in intellect, in interpretation, in expression, and in metaphor. This Universality is most obvious in The Ring. The Ring has a kind of cosmic authority which cannot be grasped in a physical or even a rational manner … As the words and the sound of The Ring continue to strike the senses, the drama’s continuous present allows the emotional essence of the mind to unfold, to extend itself, without bounds, and then to spread throughout the total being of the viewer … This stirs some element of emotional experience, some factor of individual understanding, some philosophic or psychologic insight … such that Reason drifts into an outer circle separated from the core of emotion that now presides. This, then, is the ‘Transcendental Euphoria’ of The Ring.45





William Cord does not exactly explain why ‘philosophic or psychologic insight’ should create euphoria, and in any case some might baulk at the idea of euphoria as a source of Wagner’s fascination because the action in his dramas is often not euphoric. Lohengrin ends in irreparable loss. Elsa, the heroine, dies ‘of a broken heart’ after asking Lohengrin the forbidden question who he is. Lohengrin has lost her, his great and only love. The troops are distraught as he departs down the river Scheldt back to Montsalvat. What makes it worse is that Lohengrin has of necessity struck down their previous war-leader, Telramund. The visiting German King-Emperor Henry is equally upset. Even Ortrud, Telramund’s terrifying wife, has lost out completely. There are no winners, and it is easy to understand the chorus’s final ‘Weh: Woe! Alas! Misery!’


Even so Professor Cord’s suggestion holds up convincingly. However poignant its action may be, the total experience of Lohengrin actually is euphoric, indeed rapturous. Cord might have protested that he was actually writing about The Ring and that I have misapplied his transcendental euphoria to the sad story of Lohengrin, but The Ring is just as ‘sad’. In 1854, Wagner wrote to Princess Caroline zu Sayn-Wittgenstein, that there was no suffering in the world that did not find its most excruciating expression in Die Walküre, and yet Die Walküre supports William Cord’s contention. Even if Wagner’s description of such suffering in Die Walküre had not been an exaggeration, it would not detract from the fact that the Die Walküre as a whole creates a positive, exalted effect. As it happens, not every drama of Wagner is tragic; Siegfried, Meistersinger and Parsifal all end ‘happily’; but even Wagner’s tragic works were of a highly unusual kind, because each one, taken as a whole, offers us not only Aristotelian catharsis but a full measure of euphoria.


Part of the euphoria is that Wagner’s dramas rearrange and transform the thinking and feeling of those who relate to them in a way that resolves the intrinsic disunities of the human condition. These disunities stem from the fact that man is on the one hand an instinctive animal, a creature driven by biology and the need to survive, stay well and replicate itself. On the other hand he is an intelligent machine, a cerebral computer, given to rational thinking. The human computer evolved out of the human animal to serve its purposes, but the end result is a being that yokes together forces which frequently pull in different directions, a rational mind straining against instinctive drives. There are additional disunities between the older, more primitive animal brain and the large, complex brain unique to man. However, the disunities and the conflict are creative too, and out of them has arisen one of the strangest and most amazing phenomena of the universe, human consciousness, the mind, the psyche, the spirit, the soul.46 With this comes an awareness of values, beauty and ugliness, good and evil, loyalty and perfidy, affections and disaffections, and of humanity’s spiritual and aesthetic dimensions. However, the disunities remain serious, a potential source of emotional disturbance, conflict and mental illness. Religions, philosophies, psychologies, as well as great poets and artists have all attempted various ways of resolving the disunities, of reconfiguring and overcoming them, but Wagner stands out as very special indeed, because he addressed them in ways that go far to resolving them.47


Indeed a distinctive appeal of the Wagner Experience is that by providing a resolution of the disunities, it offers a kind of secular redemption; and there are certain ideas from the writings of Hans Keller and Bryan Magee which are relevant and helpful about this. Hans Keller was a pivotal figure at the BBC between the 1960s and the 1980s and his book, Criticism, indicates briefly a conception of Wagner’s fascination which he seems to have taken for granted.48 ‘Wagner’s music, like none other before or indeed after him, let what Freud called the dynamic unconsciousness, normally inaccessible, erupt with a clarity and seductiveness that will always be likely to arouse as much resistance (to the listener’s own unconsciousness) as its sheer power creates enthusiasm.’ Hans Keller’s laconic formulation had a precedent in Bryan Magee’s remarkable little book, Aspects of Wagner.49 Magee wrote:




We have a music that gets at people – not everyone, of course, but a remarkable number – in a unique way; gets under their skins, stirs passions that no other music touches, and draws reactions that, favourable or unfavourable, are certainly immoderate … Wagner gives expression to things that in the rest of us and in the rest of art are unconscious because they are repressed. Modern psychology has familiarised us with the idea – and convinced most of us of its truth – that in the process of growing up and developing independent personalities, and learning to live in society, we have to subordinate some of our most powerful instinctual desires, especially erotic and aggressive ones, for instance passionate erotic feelings towards parents and siblings, or the urge to attack and destroy those on whom we are emotionally dependent so that these are driven underground, below the level of consciousness, and kept there at the cost of some strain, as a result of which they remain charged with a high level of emotional voltage. Most of the really important taboos in our society, such as the incest taboo, relate to them. This repression, this inner conflict, is inseparable from living, and is part of the personality of each one of us. I believe it is from, and to, this level of personality that Wagner’s music speaks.





Bryan Magee’s exposition was initially intended to explain the fascination of the music, but it went beyond his intention ‘to embrace the plots’, which are ‘to a remarkable degree the subject matter of depth psychology. Even today, audiences would be shocked if the first act of a new drama were to consist in a prolonged, passionate love-scene between brother and sister that culminated in sexual intercourse as soon as the curtain went down. Yet this is the first act of Die Walküre.’ Magee continues,




While archetypal psycho-sexual situations are being acted out on-stage at exhaustive length, the orchestra is pouring out a flood of inexpressible feelings associated with them. And this is the heart of the matter: it is in the orchestra, as Wagner and everyone since has been aware, that the innermost aspects of the drama are being realised. The most important things in life, namely its psycho-emotional fundamentals as inwardly experienced, are articulated here, as they can never be in words, or on the stage, or in any other outward terms. The Wagnerian orchestra is, to quote Thomas Mann, ‘the Kingdom of subliminal knowledge, unknown to the word Up There’.





Magee effectively re-frames Wagner’s analysis of the relation between sung text and orchestra in quasi-Freudian terms, and Bryan Magee’s analysis has helped a good many people with access to the Wagner Experience. Although his discussion is largely about the plots and not about why the music works, this does not detract from the quality of his insights.


A minor failing of his book is its unquestioning acceptance of Freud’s view of the unconscious, at best a shallow place containing experiences too insignificant to register, but more like a cesspool of unacceptable impulses and suppressed infantile urges, topped up with more recent experiences that were too unpleasant to remember, too traumatic and criminal, or simply too filthy and degrading to countenance. For Freud the unconscious was a disordered world committed to a war on the humanity of its owner and only to be exorcised by psychoanalysis. Another idea follows close, that the satisfactions of the Wagner Experience come from a process whereby people come to terms with the dark and detestable phantoms of their unconscious, and gain some degree of relief.


I have already hinted how Jung regarded this kind of thinking as misguided (as I do), and perhaps it is closer to the truth to see the Wagner Experience as positive, as helping to resolve the disunities of being human. Freud was at his best in his analysis of these disunities and in the theories he formulated concerning their origins, about thirty years after Wagner’s death. Freud’s thinking led him to believe that the disunities result from the tensions among our basic impulses, because they exist in a state of conflict. As he argued, the human mind functions as an uneasy balance between three groups of impulses which exist in a mix of cooperation and antagonism. The first of these groups consists of blind drives and instincts, which he termed the ‘id’. We feel the id in its imperative demands for such things as food, warmth, safety, a supportive environment, and procreation. Incidentally, this is not merely a matter of conjecture or unfounded theoretical fantasy, because there is an anatomical and physiological counterpart to the id in the hypothalamus, that part of the brain which directs, activates and coordinates the other areas devoted to fulfilling instinctive needs and fundamental drives. The demands of the id create an inner unrest which can only be allayed by satisfying them. Satisfying them leads, in Freud’s terminology, to ‘pleasure’, and Freud called the process of satisfying them the ‘pleasure principle’.


The second group of impulses which Freud identified are the rational ones, operating to devise ways and means for satisfying the id. Driven by its demands, the rational aspect of the mind works out how to get food, how to earn money, how to find and keep a job, a house to live in, and a mate. At a physiological level the hypothalamus supports these objectives through its direct connections with all those parts of the brain which are responsible for perceiving, thinking, forming intentions, and carrying them out: the higher functions of the mind. The rational element which takes on these higher functions is known in Freud-speak as the ‘ego’.


The third group of impulses identified by Freud are those from the regulating conscience, the ‘super-ego’. Freud believed that the super-ego is formed in infancy from bruising encounters with others in a child’s surroundings. From earliest life there are conflicts because the id drives a child to pursue its own ends in selfish disregard of everyone else, impelling the child to do things that often do not suit other people at all. This leads to conflicts with the powerful figures in the child’s surroundings, with other children and above all with parents, who curb its impulses. They also coerce it to do things that are contrary to its id instincts, and it learns to cooperate in order to avoid the pain of having these powerful figures react unpleasantly if it simply follows its impulses. A child soon realises that it is less disagreeable to create its own internal checks. It comes to anticipate external restraints, and to defuse them by assimilating them, making them its own, and pre-empting them. In other words, the child internalises the conflict between the id and external pressures, and the restraints on the id become half-instinctive. This process in Freud’s view, though not Jung’s, forms the real basis of conscience. Of these three mental dimensions, only the ego is rational. The id and the super-ego are subliminal drives.


There may be large numbers of instincts and drives, but it is important for an appreciation of Wagner that Freud came to believe that libido, life force or sexuality, was all-important; while Jung, although he found evidence for a good many others, recognised two as specially significant: ‘Eros’ and the ‘will to power’. These twin drives were those which Wagner had already identified and which found their way into his dramas, above all into The Ring. Interestingly the ‘will to power’ was an idea and an expression which Jung took from another pioneer psychologist, Alfred Adler. Adler himself had taken it from Nietzsche and Nietzsche originally took it – from Wagner! Wagner’s own name for the musical theme which we know as ‘the Ring’ was the ‘Will to Power’. Jung regarded ‘Eros’ and the will to power as the two impulses principally responsible for our intellectual energy and drive. For Jung as in Wagner, ‘The Will to Power is surely as mighty a demon as Eros, and just as old and original’50 and just as impossible to confine. If ‘love is an elastic concept that stretches from heaven to hell and combines in itself good and evil, high and low,’ so is the will to power, and the opposition of love or Eros and the will to power lies at the heart of The Ring. As in Jung so too in Wagner, it is this tension and conflict of two basic drives which gives rise to human energy, the impulse to act and achieve. It also adds to our inner unrest. As Jung put it, ‘The growth of culture consists in the progressive subjugation of the animal in man. It is a process of domestication which cannot be accomplished without rebellion of the animal nature.’51 This conflict is at the heart of The Ring, and provides its mainspring.


The Wagner Experience helps to resolve the disunities as does almost no other art. The Wagner Experience can make possible an acceptance of ‘the dog beneath the skin’, but both for Wagner and for Jung, the point of accepting instincts ‘was not, as many would have it, with a view to giving them boundless freedom, but rather to incorporating them in a purposeful whole’.52 Here was Jung’s crucial recognition, replicated in Wagner’s precepts to us, above all in The Ring and Parsifal, that unless a person is in full possession of his/her personality, including his shadow side (his more reprehensible aspect), it will crop up elsewhere in an ugly and dangerous form. ‘It is a frightening thought that man has a shadow side consisting of a positively demonic dynamism.’53 ‘We cannot be whole without this negative side; we have a body and if we deny the body we cease to be three dimensional.’54 And ‘if men can be educated to see the shadow side of their nature clearly,’ (and assimilate it), ‘it is to be hoped that they will be educated to understand and love their fellow-men better.’ Wagner’s works from Der fliegende Holländer onwards actualise and model this very quest towards integration. The integration of the shadow side consists of a reconfiguring process which can be helped forward and even instilled in us by Wagner’s works. The relief from inner dissonance which Wagner’s works confer is a source of their fascination and appeal, and is one reason why we experience Wagner’s dramas not only as reconfiguring but as transfiguring.


It is highly relevant to the Wagner Experience and its meaning to us that Jung was also led by his clinical experience to recognise the need for myths and religion as innate and universal. Jung argued that we need them in order to live by them,55 and this is where the Wagner Experience can play an especially fulfilling role. The Wagner Experience does include myths by which to live, and it helps us to deal with the universal issues confronting humanity, which are much the same as they have ever been. Man has barely altered in physiology or psychology since he first evolved; nor has his psychological journey through life much changed. In all places, in all cultures, there are the same basic needs, and this certainly includes the need for ideas by which to live, something vividly illustrated and explained in Jung’s early example of the Pueblo Indians of North Mexico with their singular myths and beliefs. Jung explained how these people believed that the sun was their father, and they believed that they assisted the sun to make his daily journey across the sky by practising their religion and performing certain rituals. ‘In this they did something which they saw as being of great value to the world, and this gave their lives significance, because it was they who maintained the sun in all his glory.’ Without their efforts, ‘the sun would wither and perish, and the earth go dark and die.’ Jung commented, ‘I then realised on what the “dignity”, the tranquil composure of the individual Indian, was founded.’ This illustrated his point that when a myth confers meaning and purpose on life, as here and in Wagner’s dramas, then it fulfils an essential function. However untenable the myth may be as science, it is life-enhancing for the people who live by it and it has therefore a crucial psychological validity. The trouble is that today no educated person could live by this myth about the sun, however attractive it may be to feel so significant, because it is so obviously false to the facts.


Something of the kind applies to the religious beliefs of today in that they can only work for the well-being of people who believe in them, and Jung was deeply concerned at the compelling evidence that men and women without religion or myths do lose their sense of value. This is where Wagner offers something that is both fascinating and extraordinary. His dramas express myths which we know to be untrue; they are not historical or scientific realities (Parsifal may be the exception; and the ‘myths’ of Parsifal and their status warrant a special discussion) but the important, amazing thing is that it does not matter. It is still possible to live by them, possible for them to make sense of our lives without our having to believe that they are true. This does not mean that the Wagner Experience is simply a conscious escape into make-believe or wishful thinking, most importantly because the life-enhancing effect which it produces is a material fact. Even if the myths of the Wagner Experience are fictions and everyone knows they are fictions, the benefits which originate in them are real. What happened to C.S. Lewis, Bruckner, Baudelaire, Nietzsche, and countless others, was real. That is the first point, and the second is that Wagner’s life-enhancing effect is more than repairing the past and healing existing disunities, though this is no small benefit in itself. Wagner’s dramas go further; they look forward to the future and offer directions about living life better.


This is part of the secular salvation which Wagner offers, and in addition to relief from the disunities common to humanity, it offers liberation from particular shortcomings and personal errors. As most people will recognise from their own experience, actions undertaken freely can loom up later like alien powers. Some degree of redemption from their stranglehold is one of the central benefits of Wagner, and it offers the means to escape the prison of the past and go forward. This redemption is not unique to Wagner, and in fact I believe it is easier to explain initially by drawing on a parallel redemption, the experience offered by J.S. Bach in the St Matthew Passion. Even though the redemption which this offers is not secular, it works on the imagination in ways which illuminate the way that Wagner’s secular version can also work. A point of contrast between Bach and Wagner is that the redemption in the St Matthew Passion is bound to mean more to people who believe in Christianity, because redemption is for them a factual, material reality, a possibility which does not arise with the secular version provided in The Ring. There is a passage in the St Matthew Passion which gives a special reality to redemption, the passage which tells the story of ‘Peter’s Denial’. The account in St Matthew’s Gospel as it stands is one of the most poignant and involving things in the whole of western literature. It begins with Jesus Christ’s warning to his followers that after his arrest they will simply fly to save their own skins. Christ warns them that anyone accused of being associated with him will simply deny all knowledge and claim never to have met him. Peter was one of the followers, and Peter was a bluff, energetic character who felt affronted by what he saw as a put-down. He retorted that everyone in the world might deny knowing Jesus, but he never would. Jesus’ response was that before cock-crow next morning, Peter would have denied him three times, which is exactly what happened. Jesus was arrested, and Peter followed him through the darkness in a state of fearful vagueness, wondering ‘what next?’ He was in the courtyard outside the judgment hall where Jesus was in trial, and he was shivering in the cold and huddled by the fire when he was recognised. A maid came up and accused him of being one of Jesus’ men; Peter answered evasively that he was not. Then another maid came up with the same claim and Peter denied it with more heat. It all then happened a third time, with several people saying they were sure of their facts and that his Galilean accent gave him away. Peter began to curse and to swear ‘I do not know the man!’ and immediately the cock crew. Then Peter remembered the word of Jesus, how he had said that before the cock crowed, Peter would deny him thrice. And Peter went out, and wept, bitterly.


Here is a devastating situation with universal resonances, and Christianity contains a great deal that is of universal resonance. Here is an agonising example of human disunities creating conflict and turmoil. The animal in the man wanted to escape. Self-preservation is a basic drive. However it conflicted with imperatives from the higher functions of the mind and spirit, and perhaps with some archetypal ordinances as well. The pain of the conflict is unendurable, the pressure and the guilt appalling. This situation furthermore represented a paradigm of irrevocable failure; of Peter having ‘talked the talk and not walked the walk’, of his having let somebody down who was very dear. There is something universal about the experience of being weighed in the balance and found wanting, of Peter recognising that Christ had seen through him and knew him exactly as he was. Peter sees himself as contemptible in his own eyes as in Christ’s; and there is absolutely nothing that he can do about it. This is a situation where many people have experienced parallels, perhaps most people beyond the age of about five (unless they are irredeemably narcissistic or in denial, and here I assert gently again that as a family doctor I knew the secrets of many hearts).


It is the general achievement of true, original Christianity to forgive and absolve such guilt, failure and wrong, if it is admitted and confessed. It is Bach’s particular achievement to take this episode and others like it, and make the forgiveness a reality. Bach in effect takes such failures and transfigures them. His music pours a shower of beauty on Peter’s anguish, and continues to do so in the aria that follows, ‘Erbarme dich, mein Gott, Forgive me, my God!’ Bach refracts a tormenting, self-lacerating experience through his music in a way that re-frames its terms of reference. The power of the music draws people into the experience, so that they participate in it, and live in it. They also live through it, and emerge redeemed. Bach’s genius, musical, dramatic, psychological and religious, irradiates the episode and rearranges the psyche in such a way as to make real the experience of being made whole again. They are then free to move on and go forward and make progress. Unless they are as thick as a brass ox, even the most irreligious must recognise the St Matthew Passion as a frightful story about the betrayal, persecution and hideous, torturing death of a profoundly good man56 and Bach illuminated it and transformed our involvement through music which touches the mind and psyche at every level. In this the St Matthew Passion offers something similar to Wagnerian redemption or Erlösung. At the very least the St Matthew Passion offers a kind of secular salvation for people who go deeply through the experience of it, a salvation wrought by mind-altering art at its most sublime. People who believe the Christian creed expressed in the St Matthew Passion regard the redemption it expresses as something more, something beyond Bach’s masterpiece which comes through heavenly grace and Christ’s atonement. From either viewpoint, secular or sacred, it is the music that mediates the redemption, making it available and palpable both as a psychological and a metaphysical experience. The St Matthew Passion works a fair amount of its redemptive effect even for people who do not believe in the creed it represents, because the music can envelope any sensitive person in the experience. It suffuses the imagination, and people are then free to move forward with a new freedom, with mistakes unmade and potentials rejuvenated.


Wagner achieves the same effect, again a kind of secular salvation created through mind-altering art, as becomes fully obvious a little later, from the individual operas, but for an immediate illustration there is ‘Wotan’s Farewell’ in Die Walküre. At this point in the action, Wotan has arrived at a situation where his mistakes have ruined and wrecked the universal order which he had created, and where his attempts to put matters right have simply made them worse. Not only that, but he has lost the affections of his wife, the life of his dear son, and worse, the daughter who is his beloved alter ego. It is his fault and his mistakes that have created the catastrophe. Wotan sees himself as having totally failed, and (again) there is absolutely nothing that he can do about it. This too is a situation where many people have could testify to parallel experiences of their own. As happens with Bach, Wagner’s music and drama also pour down a shower of beauty, refracting the experience in a way that transforms its terms of reference. Here again the effect is to draw people into the experience, so that they participate in it, live in it and live through it, and this time it is Wagner’s genius, musical, dramatic, psychological, that irradiates it and reorders the psyche in ways as that make real the experience of being whole again. It too creates a new freedom to make progress and move forward with enlarged potentials. In fact Wagner’s dramas transform many poignant and forbidding aspects of life, achieving this by means of music and drama that connect with us at a conscious and an unconscious level; and it is no mere whimsy to wonder whether it was a shared affinity for something more than music which led Wagner increasingly towards Bach in his final decade. Like Bach, Wagner’s music envelopes us in myth-invoking experiences and saturates our minds in them. Bach and Wagner both infuse life events with something that transforms the possibilities, but Wagner requires no religious belief for the Wagner effect to work. The separate chapters on each of Wagner’s ten great dramas go specifically into what they can each offer towards this.


The next reason for Wagner’s uncanny fascination has come up already, though not in full focus. Quite apart from the specific transformations wrought by many specific experiences through which we are drawn in Wagner’s dramas, their very language has the capacity to reconfigure the mind. For this they deploy language in two different registers, the language of words and the language of music. Wagner believed that music could actually speak, and that music was a language as specific and compelling as any words. In Wagner, both text and music speak the drama.


Both can also condition and recondition the mind, altering its way of experiencing things, sometimes in small ways, sometimes with immense effect, and in order to understand how this is possible, it is important to look again at the discoveries of Jacques Lacan and others after him about the modelling effect of language. Lacan convincingly argued that language does not simply express ideas; it forms and shapes them, and in the process it forms and shapes us, our minds and our identity. This happens because we are all born into a world of language. Language surrounds an infant from the beginning. As the infant grows and develops its receptive capacity for language, both for understanding it and speaking it, so too the language of its encounters moulds its ways of thinking. There is a constant developmental interaction between language and the child’s mind, as language takes the child’s amorphous mental glimmerings and crystallises them. Language makes it possible to experience things with more focus and definition. Language is doing more here than putting ideas and experience into words; it is determining them, and the process continues into adulthood and beyond. The economy, religion, romantic passion, meaning and reason are all concepts created in and through language. In creating them, language defines both the style of a person’s thoughts and the person who thinks them. Hence it is that in a world where language is dominated by computers and computer-speak, children are more likely to incline towards computers in the way that they think, logically and in steps. In environments dominated by economic-speak and statistic-speak, children would be more likely to imagine human beings as consumers and think of them generally in terms of numbers and populations. In a world dominated by psychiatry-speak, people’s outlook is permeated by psychological viewpoints, viewing human beings as controlled by non-rational impulses rooted in neurology or experience. There is no time or age limit to this process. It is possible to come to law or music late in life, and however late it is, people’s ideas and their minds are remodelled by the new linguistic terms they encounter.


In a mental world where Wagner looms large, people’s outlooks are likewise conditioned by the language, verbal and musical, of his ten great dramas. Wagner’s twin languages embody his ideas, and a mind that absorbs them is affected and altered by them. People actually form and modify their identities in terms of the language they encounter in Wagner’s works, just as much as they do from any other language in their surroundings. What they gain from Wagner’s language is of special importance for reasons put forward by another Frenchman, Jean-Luc Marion. He contends that language today has become more limited and has closed down the scope of our experience. Jean-Luc Marion, a Roman Catholic theologian of some distinction, has suggested convincingly that contemporary language is unable to offer any adequate expression for many of the experiences that matter most to people, such as love. Jean-Luc Marion’s book, The Erotic Phenomenon57 (a surprising book from a devout Roman Catholic theologian) begins, ‘We no longer have the words to speak it, the concepts to think about it, nor the strength to celebrate it.’ In consequence, many people only sense such experiences vaguely, without understanding them or determining them properly. He argues that this is part of a larger problem, the shrivelling away of many facets of language which should colour and enhance our thinking and enlarge our experience. It is language which generally enables us to determine our ideals, but Marion claims convincingly that the cast of contemporary language results in a disdain for ideals and even an implicit denigration of any words that express and formulate them. He takes as an illustration the word ‘charity’ and all that it represents;58 if used now the word generally causes ‘a strange linguistic embarrassment’. ‘Even charity’s magnificent name is snatched away, and it is covered by rags deemed more acceptable, such as “fellowship”, “solidarity”, “humanitarian aid”.’


This brings us to the particular aspect of Wagner’s appeal and fascination that I mentioned, that the experience of his twin languages offers the possibility of recovering ideals and restoring them. The verbal language of Wagner’s great dramas is rich enough to express ideals and concepts with which to clothe them and think about them. Combined with the musical language of those dramas it makes experiences possible for which we previously lacked the capacity. The Wagner Experience opens up the imagination to possibilities to which contemporary language and thought gives short shrift. People evidently do need these possibilities because they crave after them, and ‘try and recreate them, albeit in pared down, pallid versions’. As Jean-Luc Marion points out, people seem impelled to fabricate replicas, poor substitutes, ‘the desperate sentimentalism of popular prose, the frustrated pornography of the idol industry, or the shapeless ideology of that boastful asphyxiation known as “self-actualisation”.’59 In doing so, people are reaching out beyond the identities assigned to them socially, their identities as commodities and consumers, to a world of the imagination and the spirit, or romance and ideals. Ideals are spiritual affairs, and people naturally reach out towards ideals in a manner that supports Jung’s axiom that human beings are naturally predetermined to spirituality, religion and wholeness. The language of myth and religion is one which gives form and shape to these possibilities, and the language of Wagner does the same.


Wagner’s fascination is, in addition, related to the capacity of his dramas to reach into the mind, stirring the archetypes and producing mental realignments which people mostly experience as pleasurable, sometimes even ecstatic. This is the right point to look in more detail at archetypes and the way they work. They are central to Jung’s psychology and just as central to our understanding of Wagner. Unfortunately he never gave a definition of ‘archetype’ but from his use of the term it is evident that archetypes are something like the programmes which enable a computer to accept and process information. Archetypes fulfil this function in the mind, but they are innate. Hence a person without an archetypal predisposition towards rhythm, melody and harmony will never grow to appreciate music; it can only seem a noise. Some of the most universal archetypes and most relevant to Wagner are to do with parents. Through its archetypes every newborn child is preconditioned to relate to parents and to assume that it is their nature to be a sovereign, kindly authority, a conviction which often endures in the face of glaring evidence to the contrary. Archetypes have their being in the deeps of the mind, and incidentally this sense of ‘depth in the mind’ is a common experience. It is a common experience to feel sleep as a sinking down into unconsciousness, and awakening as an emerging up out of it. It is also a common experience to feel that we draw memories and old thoughts and ideas up from the depths. The sense of mind as an actual place with levels and dimensions is virtually inescapable, and it is not unreasonable to envisage its depths, as Jung did, as a territory occupied by archetypes and myths. Jung regarded archetypes as inborn and as having evolved through human prehistory. He saw them as unknowable in themselves, and described them as ‘representatives of unconscious states and processes whose nature can be only imperfectly inferred and realised from the contents that appear in consciousness.’60 They send up counterparts, flashes or whole pictures that flicker across the television screen of consciousness, and it is then that they may take the form of thoughts, mental images and emotions. It is then that ‘mythological images are awakened … An interior spiritual world opens out. Its images are intense … When an archetype appears in a dream, in a fantasy or in life, it always brings with it a certain power, by virtue of which it exercises a numinous or a fascinating effect, or impels to action.’61 Activity among the archetypes is sensed as a stirring of great force and significance. A good illustration comes again from C.S. Lewis and his description of discovering Wagner:




The sky turned round. It was as if the Arctic itself, all the deep layers of secular ice, should change not in a week or an hour, but instantly, into a landscape of grass and primroses and orchards in bloom, deafened with bird songs and astir with running water … How did I know at once and beyond question, that this was no Celtic or sylvan, or terrestrial twilight? But so it was. Pure Northernness engulfed me: a vision of huge clear spaces hanging above the Atlantic in the endless twilight of Northern Summer, remoteness, severity … and almost at the same moment I knew that I had met this before, long, long ago. And with that plunge back into my own past there arose at once almost like heartbreak, the memory of Joy itself, the knowledge that I had once had what I now lacked for years, that I was returning at last from exile and deserts to my own country; and the distance of the Twilight of the Gods and the distance of my own past Joy, both unattainable, flowed together into a single, unendurable sense of desire and loss … And at once I knew that to have it again was the supreme and only object of desire … You will misunderstand everything in this autobiography unless you realise that Asgard and the Valkyries seemed to me incomparably more important than anything else in my experience.62





It is difficult to imagine a more poetic and penetrating description of this layer of the Wagner Experience, of archetypes stirred to action, and the joy and fulfilment that goes with it. The Wagner Experience was radiant illumination for Lewis, and it gave his life a value and worthwhileness which religion had not supplied, or at least not yet. Christianity was real for him, but it meant nothing yet compared to Wagner. He even castigated himself because the religion in which he wanly believed gave him so much less and meant so much less than the myths of Wagner in which he did not believe; and this reinforces the important point that what he experienced in Wagner did not have to be materially true for it to transform his life. The Wagner Experience still imparted the sense of integration (C.S. Lewis called it a renaissance) which Jung regarded as the central objective of religion, although neither Lewis nor anyone else mistook the Wagner Experience for a religion. For the experience to work for Lewis, it was enough that his mind should be filled with it and that the archetypes in it should become active. They worked for him as Jung believed that they always worked, with a purposeful objective ‘which I [Jung] have called individuation. This transcendent function … which is capable of uniting the opposites … is a purely natural process which may pursue its course without the knowledge or assistance of the individual and can some times forcibly accomplish itself in the face of opposition. The meaning and purpose of the process is the realisation of the personality, the production and unfolding of its original, potential wholeness.’63


This then is another fascination that Wagner confers, another source of his appeal, that the Wagner Experience also acts and helps towards personal integration. Most people will understand this more easily if they compare it with falling in love. There it is an acquaintance with a particular person that creates resonances which are experienced as a joy, but it can also produce a particular equilibrium and a heightened awareness. Wagner’s dramas likewise create mental resonances which a person experiences as a joy; and it too can produce a particular equilibrium and heightened awareness. People may find it helpful towards understanding this mental reconfiguring which comes from archetypes being activated, if I use a slightly bizarre analogy about iron filings strewn on a card (this analogy should not be pressed too far). If someone brings a magnet underneath the card, the filings are energised and leap into new formations of strange beauty. Wagner is the magician who applies the magnet to the randomly strewn disunities of the mind and who reorders them. This adds another aspect to Cord’s transcendental euphoria. In the light of the better equilibrium, the altered and the heightened awareness which it creates, we are disposed to live life more fully and even to make better decisions.


The passage quoted from C.S. Lewis provides exactly a description of archetypes projecting their scintillating imagery up into consciousness, of positive emotions materialising as the archetypes ‘exercised their numinous or fascinating effect’. Archetypal indeed is the description of the Arctic, of all the deep layers of ice, ‘changing not in a week or an hour but instantly into a landscape of grass and primroses and orchards in bloom’. These are symbols reflecting archetypes, as were the deafening bird songs and the stir of running water; and archetypal too was the awareness that this was no Celtic or sylvan, nor any terrestrial twilight. So was the pure Northernness, that vision of huge clear spaces hanging above the Atlantic in the endless twilight of Northern summer, the remoteness, the severity. And he even tells us that it was almost at the same moment that he knew that he had met this before, long, long ago. He describes the experience as a plunge back into his own past, but it was almost certainly a plunge backwards into a deeper and more ancient past than his own. It was not from his personal past but from the collective subconscious that he derived ‘almost like heartbreak, the memory of Joy itself, the knowledge that I had once had’. He said he had lacked this knowledge for years, but the earlier stretches of his autobiography indicate that he had never previously possessed it at all; it had previously existed only as an inchoate potential. His return ‘at last from exile and deserts to my own country’ was in fact a new journey, resulting from his encounter with Wagner. In his case that journey would ultimately lead to Christianity, but to reaffirm his essential point, ‘The distance of the Twilight of the Gods and the distance of my own past Joy, both unattainable, flowed together into a single, unendurable sense of desire and loss … And at once I knew that to have it again was the supreme and only object of desire.’ What a description of the Wagner Experience and its fascination! The strange thing is that at the exact point in life where C.S. Lewis located this renaissance, he had not, as he maintained, encountered any of Wagner’s music or anything but the title, The Twilight of the Gods. However, his account goes on to describe how the music so completely filled out his every expectation that it creates the likelihood that he was reading back into the first encounter revelations which dated later from his first hearing of the music.


What matters is that the achievement of integration and wholeness or at least a move towards them is at the heart of Wagner’s endless fascination. Some degree of integration is always accessible in the Wagner Experience, a recurrent replenishment more easily repeated now than in Wagner’s day because sound recordings and video make it easier to enjoy much of the experience at will.


My own first encounter with the Experience was through Das Rheingold, an old black label Columbia ‘78’ of ‘The Entry of the Gods into Valhalla’. I did not really find that it meant much at first; there was no instant impact, and yet there was something about it that kept me going back, and in the end it exerted a mesmerising fascination: a slow burn. The passage comes at the end of Das Rheingold, and it calls on many symbols that have an archetypal dimension. It is about mists that clear to reveal the sunset, and about Wotan, lord of all the gods, hailing Valhalla, his glorious new fortress. It is about a river in the valley below, where beautiful Rhinemaidens lament the loss of their stolen gold. It is about Loge, god of fire and guile who facetiously advises them to bask in the gods’ newborn splendour. It is about a rainbow, shimmering and evanescent, over which the gods proceed magisterially to their new home. Mists, sunsets, rainbows, gods in glory, gold, mighty fortresses in the sky, a river in the depths of a gorge, beautiful maidens singing a lament, these pour forth in coruscating abundance, and their compelling representation in music largely accounts for the impact and fascination of the passage, an effect which is literally indescribable.


At the end of Das Rheingold, Wagner fused together an astonishing abundance of symbols and actualised them in music that is equally astonishing. The fusion is more fascinating than the sum of the parts could ever be. Even individually, archetypes have an aura that is numinous, but when configured in harmonious arrangements and encompassed in music as here, the combined effect is immense, truly a source of the Wagner fascination. What was interesting is that the music on its own could summon up so much of the Wagner Experience.


There is sometimes an objection raised against Wagner, that such heightened experiences make ordinary life look monochrome and unacceptable. The return to the world can even seem like Plato’s picture of smoky images and spooky shadows, such as are thrown by cardboard cut-outs in the flickering firelight onto the wall of the cave. Previously we had mistaken these shadows for reality, but as Plato saw it there can be no return to accepting the shadows after once seeing reality in the noonday sun. However, things are different in the case of Wagner. When we come back to real life, the spell may fade, albeit slowly, but something of the transforming, integrating effect persists. Inevitably the integration is buffeted by life events and may even become unsettled, but it never fades entirely, and it can be invoked and worked again. A drama by Wagner is the portal to a fascination that is real and constructive, and no one whose life is enhanced by the experience should worry about being seen as a lotus-eater bent on an escape from the world, essentially Nietzsche’s accusation, because they are more likely to return to it, but replenished and empowered.


My first experience of The Ring in a theatre was not merely replenishing, but cried out for admiration, almost worship, both for some of its characters but also for the experience itself; and anyone who has ever felt Wagner’s fascination is likely to understand this. The transcendental euphoria of the Wagner Experience is even comparable with what William Wordsworth described in ‘Lines Written above Tintern Abbey’, lines repeated from the beginning of the chapter:








… While with an eye made quiet by the power


Of harmony and the deep power of joy,


We see into the life of things.











The Wagner Experience creates the same mix of heightened sensibility and harmony, the same wholeness and integration. This is a central part of Wagner’s fascination, which permeates the book and becomes ever more prominent as we consider what each of Wagner’s ‘big ten’ can bring to our lives. However any attempt to determine Wagner’s fascination should – as Neville Cardus suggested – place the music at its centre, and so before the chapters on the individual dramas there is one devoted to the music and to the reasons for the music’s particular fascination.64




43 Bloom, Paul, How Pleasure Works, London, 2011, p. 156. Paul Bloom informs us by contrast that on average Americans spend four minutes a day on sex, the same time as on tax returns.


44 Ibid., p. 173.


45 Cord, William O., ‘Assessment of the Secrets of the Power Wagner’s Work Holds over Us’, Leitmotive, vol. XXI no. 2 (Summer 2007), p. 17. In full the passage reads: ‘There is a Universality about Wagner’s creative works, a Universality in theme, in topic, in content, of context, in nature, in character, in intellect, in interpretation, in expression, and in metaphor. This Universality is most obvious in The Ring. The Ring has a kind of cosmic authority which cannot be grasped in a physical or even a rational manner, but can only be perceived sensorially, and only then by one who approaches the drama with some seriousness. This strength, this force, is an essence depicted as an instantaneous and continuous present. This present stands alone, and is infinite; it exists without beginning or end, without limits or boundaries. Without past, without future, it is ever-current and continuous, and it is instantaneous, bursting into being the instant the first dark notes of Das Rheingold resound in the darkened theatre. These notes now begin a journey through the emotional psyche, and the experience of the timeless present sets in immediately. As The Ring unfolds, the state of mind grows and expands; as the drama progresses, the limitless present envelopes all that the mind controls, to prevent the rational or logical exerting its influence. As the words and the sound of The Ring continue to strike the senses, the drama’s continuous present allows the emotional essence of the mind to unfold, to extend itself, without bounds, and then to spread throughout the total being of the viewer. At this point the senses dominate. They define a comprehension of the drama that only feeling can acknowledge and that is personal to the individual who listens to the sounds intently.


     Now there is a pleasant insight that roams unfettered by cultural modes or social mores. The rational understanding that The Ring projects has become one with the most intimate emotions of the audience. It is because of their timeless present that Wagner’s mature works and especially The Ring allow each epoch, each culture, each age, each individual, to find itself. A flood of feeling then flows freely about the internal condition of the human spirit. This state regularly stirs some element of emotional experience, some factor of individual understanding, some philosophic or psychologic insight. Such personal reactions diffuse osmotic-like within the psyche, to such an extent that all other affairs become shadows. Reason has now drifted into an outer circle separated from the core of emotion that now presides. This, then, is the ‘Transcendental Euphoria’ of The Ring.’
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