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PREFACE



This guide is aimed at the ordinary opera-goer and opera-lover, usually a busy person who wants to know the essentials of the opera but has little time to grasp them.


It provides key background information to Tristan und Isolde, told engagingly by someone who knows the opera intimately.


It is light, easy to read, and entertaining. Relevant information has been carefully selected to enhance your appreciation of Wagner’s work.


It is authoritative, but not dense or academic. It is unburdened with the clutter that can easily be obtained elsewhere. It concentrates on information that it will help you to know in advance.


Read quickly before going to the opera or listening to it at home, you will get the very best out of the performance and have a truly enjoyable experience.


Opera can be a great social occasion. Being knowledgeable and well-informed, you’ll appreciate this magical art-form much more if you read this first.


I hope you enjoy the opera!


Michael Steen














USING THIS EBOOK



A very quick grasp of the opera can be gained by reading the opening section on ‘The opera and its composer’ and the ensuing ‘Who’s who and what’s what’. Further elaboration may be found in the sections entitled ‘The interval: talking points’ and ‘Act by act’.


The footnotes and boxes are an integral part of the information. The reader is encouraged to go to these by clicking on the links.
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WAGNER’S TRISTAN UND ISOLDE



A SHORT GUIDE TO A GREAT OPERA



The opera and its composer


Who’s who and what’s what


The interval: talking points


Act by act



THE OPERA AND ITS COMPOSER



Within less than five weeks of his accession to the throne of Bavaria, King Ludwig, later known as ‘the Mad King’, came to the rescue of Wagner who was then in dire straits financially. After they met in May 1864, they planned the realisation of their dreams. The first of these was the staging, just over a year later, of Tristan und Isolde, the opera which Wagner had completed six years earlier but had not yet succeeded in getting premièred.


It has been said that Tristan is ‘an opera intoxicated by passion almost to the point of depravity’, so much so that Duchess Sophie, the King’s cousin and future fiancée, was not allowed to attend. Wagner’s first wife Minna complained that the passion in it is almost indecent; she, we shall see, had good reason to complain. Not surprisingly, its theme of sexual love leading to death was adored by the decadent writers, including Frenchmen such as Baudelaire, who might otherwise have been expected to have loathed all things German.


Puccini declared, ‘Enough of this music! We’re only mandolinists, amateurs: woe to him who gets caught by it! This tremendous music destroys one and renders one incapable of composing any more!’ The great conductor Bruno Walter, then a boy, hearing it for the first time, declared, ‘Never before had my soul been so deluged with floods of sound and passion, never had my heart been consumed by such yearning and sublime bliss, never had I been transported from reality by such heavenly glory.’1


This opera, love having nowhere else ‘been shown in such grandeur or elaborated to such psychological and metaphysical depths’, is one of the pivotal works in the development of music. Its ‘incessant modulations, the constant wavering of tonality’, had an immense influence. It has been suggested that its ‘terrific erotic power poisoned the minds of the composers of the succeeding generations.’ Put another way, Tristan has been described as ‘the moment when modern music began.’


Tristan was based principally on the epic by Gottfried von Strassburg dating from 1210, which itself was based on earlier traditions. Wagner blended this outstanding poem with his somewhat eccentric (at least by modern tenets) philosophical views as articulated by both himself and the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860).


Wagner was living in Zurich. During the summer of 1857, he was in the middle of composing Siegfried when he broke off to work on Act 1 of his Tristan. He may have felt it had commercial potential, and he needed the money. Although he told his fellow composer (and future father-in-law) Liszt in 1854, ‘I have planned in my head a Tristan and Isolde’, the inspiration for it can be traced back to the arrival in Zurich four years earlier of the affluent Wesendoncks,2 ‘Merchant and wife, from New York.’ ‘With her artistic gifts and enthusiasms,’ Mathilde Wesendonck (1828–1902) entered into the intellectual life of Zurich. She was a little more than fifteen years younger than Wagner.


Both husband and wife soon became great friends and supporters of Wagner. Otto Wesendonck provided finance; Mathilde became his confidante and provided him with the inspiration which his then wife, Minna, who was sometimes high on opium, and was ‘an illiterate, unimaginative woman, whose mind, such as it was, was all foreground without perspective’, was incapable of providing.3 Wagner’s friendship with Mathilde gave rise to gossip; and Minna, understandably (although not to Wagner) became increasingly suspicious and jealous of her.


Wagner required an artistic confidante, rather than sex; and Minna was totally unsuitable. As his leading biographer Ernest Newman put it, ‘During the gestation of a big work, the temperature of Wagner’s whole being was raised’ and led him to ‘idealise the woman who, at the moment, seemed to harmonise most perfectly with his inner world.’ When that work was finished, ‘the scales gradually fell from his eyes, and he came to see the woman not as an ideal but as an ordinary reality.’ The woman of the moment, now, was Mathilde.4


Early in 1857, the Wagners were invited to move into a cottage on a piece of land next to the grand residence overlooking Lake Zurich which Otto was having built on land which he had acquired to stop its redevelopment as a mental institution. Around Easter, the Wagners moved into their quarters, known as the ‘Asyl’ (‘Sanctuary’); four months later, the Wesendoncks took up residence.


The first complete musical draft of Tristan was composed during that autumn. The score of Tristan Act 1 was finished on 3 April 1858. Four days later, Minna intercepted a letter from Wagner which enclosed the sketch of the Prelude, and, as he described it, communicated the feelings he felt at the time. The letter, though it began ‘Just out of Bed’, was actually largely about Goethe’s Faust. As Newman observed, ‘anything less like a love-letter in the common acceptance of the term could hardly be imagined.’ Nevertheless, Minna seems to have been determined to misinterpret it.


She went ballistic. She showed the letter to Mathilde who told Otto. They apparently remained totally calm and went off on holiday. They regarded Minna’s mental state as the issue, and would have preferred the Wagners to remain in the cottage. But it became clear to Wagner that Minna’s instability was an impediment to his art. By mid-August, the only way forward for Wagner and his art was for him to leave. He made his way to Venice. He spent the next twelve months living in the Palazzo Giustiniani, where he composed Act 2. He was still a political exile as a consequence of his involvement in the revolution in Dresden some ten years earlier, and in March 1859 he was ordered to leave Venice. He finished Tristan in the Schweizerhof Hotel in Lucerne, on 6 August. It had taken no more than two years to complete.


The score was rejected by opera houses in Dresden, Paris, Karlsruhe, Vienna, Hanover and Leipzig. Vienna eventually accepted it in 1862, but, after 77 rehearsals, the production was cancelled. One Berlin newspaper described the work as an art work of the future (the title of one of Wagner’s publications), because it was unperformable at present.


The outlook seemed bleak until King Ludwig came to the rescue. In the December after they met, Wagner included the Prelude and Liebestod of Tristan in a concert which he put on for the King.


The lead-up to the full performance, scheduled for summer 1865, was punctuated by a series of incidents. On the day of the first rehearsal, Cosima, Liszt’s daughter and the wife of the distinguished court conductor Hans von Bülow,5 gave birth to Wagner’s daughter Isolde. Then there was an argument about accommodation for the orchestra: Bülow wanted the removal of 30 seats to make more space. He was overheard asking the southerners angrily, ‘What does it matter whether we have 30 Schweinhunde more or less?’ This infuriated the Munich press and people. Next, on the day of the première, the bailiffs arrived to enforce an old debt due from Wagner, and he had to be bailed out by the Treasury. Later that day, it was found that the Isolde had lost her voice, so the performance had to be postponed, until 10 June. When it finally took place, Wagner was delighted with it. A further three performances were staged. But nine years passed before a second theatre dared attempt the work, in Weimar.
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