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It is often said that more books have been written about Richard Wagner, probably the most adored and detested creative artist in history, than about anyone else bar Jesus Christ and Napoleon. That claim is hard to prove; but it is true that the literature by and about the so-called ‘Master of Bayreuth’ – composer and dramatist, essayist and architect, racist and revolutionary – is bewilderingly vast and breathtakingly contradictory. Less, but still much, has been written about Cosima, Liszt’s illegitimate daughter by a French countess, who left her pianist-conductor husband Hans von Bülow for Wagner, bore him three children and outlived him by forty-seven years. Yet what of the clan that Richard and Cosima founded? For well over a century – two world wars, Nazi dictatorship and foreign occupation notwithstanding – the Wagners have run the Bayreuth festival, played host to many of the greatest and ghastliest figures in the arts and politics and battled one another like the warriors in the music dramas they stage. For better or worse, they are Germany’s most famous family. Yet next to no serious attempts have been made to tell their story.


Even for those with little interest in history and still less in marathon music drama, the Wagner saga is absorbing in its own right. The greed and jealousy, plotting and scrapping in and around the ill-named family seat Wahnfried – which roughly translates as ‘Peace from Delusion’– more than match the most lurid episodes of Dallas or Dynasty. Nike Wagner, Richard’s sharp-tongued great-granddaughter, who strongly resembles Cosima (in looks if hardly in character), refers to a ‘diffusely expanding family hydra, a selfish, pretentious mass with prominent noses and thrusting chins … in which fathers castrate sons and mothers smother them with love … in which men are feminine and women masculine and in which a great-grandchild nibbles on the liver of another great-grandchild’.1 To be strictly accurate, she should have added that at least some Wagners have been blessed with a sense of justice and an ironic humour uncharacteristic of the rest of the tribe. Beyond that human drama, though, the Wagner tale is a matchless mirror of Germany’s convulsive rise, fearful fall and resurrection over nearly two hundred years.


Richard Wagner himself belonged to what now seem very distant times; born in Leipzig in 1813 when Napoleon Bonaparte’s troops were at the gates, and dying in Venice in 1883 – twelve years after Germany achieved the unity he had yearned and fought for. His son Siegfried, on the other hand, forms a link to an era almost too close for comfort. Although he died in 1930, three years before the Nazis founded their so-called ‘Third Reich’, he lived long enough to see his family, especially his wife Winifred, become deeply involved with Adolf Hitler. Of Siegfried’s four children one daughter, Friedelind, despised the Nazis and fled to America, while the other, Verena, stayed at home and married a senior SS officer. After the war the two sons, Wieland and Wolfgang, were able largely to shrug off the family’s long liaison with ‘Uncle Wolf’ (i.e. Hitler), and in 1951 they restarted the Wagner festival in Bayreuth, the little town where their grandfather had started the whole show nearly eight decades before. Verena and Wolfgang have survived into the new millennium and the latter, at the time of writing (2006), continues to direct the festival despite sporadic bids to dislodge him.


Every summer, the celebratory start of the new Bayreuth season is one of Germany’s top social occasions – less dazzling than Ascot, more earnest than Glyndebourne, but with elements about it of both. At the Festspielhaus (festival theatre) set on a hilltop on the outskirts of town, Wolfgang, together with his wife and daughter, receive the visiting notables, like royals in residence, as crowds gape and cameras flash. Back in the 1930s Winifred stood on the selfsame spot amid a hysterically cheering throng to greet Hitler and his pack. When the very first festival was held, in 1876, it was the Master himself who received guests ranging from the Kaiser and the King of Bavaria to Nietzsche, Liszt and Bruckner – not to mention a swarm of monied grandees from whom Wagner hoped, largely in vain, to extract more funds for his deeply indebted enterprise. Audiences and artists come and go; a Kaiser gives way to a Führer who is followed by a string of (democratically elected) federal presidents; but the programme stays relentlessly the same – Wagner’s works (albeit not all of them), performed in the theatre that Wagner built and that is still run, although no longer owned, by a Wagner. Anyone looking for evidence of long-term continuity in Germany, no easy search, will surely find it in this unassuming corner of northern Bavaria.


In view of their role and history, it seems obvious to call the Wagners ‘German through and through’, or simply typisch Deutsch. What, though, do those words that trip so easily off the tongue really imply? Something specially good, or specially bad, or specially baffling – or all together, perhaps? Thanks to Goethe and Schiller, Kant and Schopenhauer – the list can be extended almost indefinitely – Germany has long been thought of as a land of particularly profound Dichter und Denker (poets and thinkers). Thanks to composers such as Bach, Beethoven, Brahms and – of course – Wagner, music in all its expressive power and indefinable substance has been called ‘the most German of the arts’. How odd, therefore, that these ‘rulers in the airy kingdom of dreams’, as Heine defined his countrymen, only half ironically, should have been at the same time so industrious, well organised, worthy, even – yes – plodding. And on the face of it, how unfathomable that this same people, lusting for self-assertion and Lebensraum (living space), should have unleashed so much slaughter and misery on its neighbours – and on itself.


No one was more baffled by his compatriots than Wagner himself. In an essay called ‘What is German?’ he set out to get to the bottom of the matter; he might, one feels, have simply answered his own question by writing ‘Me – in all my explosive genius and self-contradiction’. But after a long discourse on art and politics, laced with some of his sadly familiar swipes at Jews, the Master instead concluded that he was stumped. Others, he opined, should look further into the question. Many indeed have done so, but more than a century on the answer remains uncommonly elusive. With respect to the Wagners, it needs noting at the outset that the fiercest German nationalists among them – Houston Stewart Chamberlain (husband of the Master’s daughter, Eva), as well as Cosima and Winifred – all married into the family and were not German-born. They were or became, as the trite phrase goes, ‘more German than the Germans’. As for other members of the clan it is striking how many of them, including Richard himself, often felt most comfortable and even safest outside the borders of their strenuous Vaterland. No doubt there was something typisch Deutsch about that. Those looking for evidence of German national character in the Wagner saga will surely find it in abundance, but they are also in for some surprises.
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A Sublime but Glaucous Sea
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Of all the buildings in which Richard Wagner lived during his peripatetic career, Tribschen near Lucerne in Switzerland was easily the loveliest. The three-storey villa with its rows of green-shuttered windows stood, and still stands, high on a wooded peninsula with dazzling views across the Vierwaldstätter Lake to distant Alpine peaks. It was more elegant than Wahnfried, the mausoleum-like residence Wagner later planned and built in Bayreuth, more light and airy than the Palazzo Vendramin on the Grand Canal in Venice, where he died. Summer was much the best time. The rooms filled with the sweet scent of flowers and cut grass, the family would often picnic on the meadow and, when his work had gone well or (more often) when he just wanted to show off, Wagner did headstands and climbed trees. The elder children played ‘brigands’ for hours in the shrubbery or cooed over the latest addition to the family, Siegfried Helferich Richard Wagner, affectionately known as Fidi.


Trippers were the main pest, sailing across the lake armed with telescopes in the hope of spying Tribschen’s notorious inhabitants. For Wagner was a former left-wing revolutionary who now seemed to be changing the face of music with the backing of unlikely allies, notably King Ludwig II of Bavaria, who was widely regarded as mad. His mistress, Francesca Gaetana Cosima von Bülow, was an illegitimate daughter of Marie d’Agoult, a French countess, and Franz Liszt, whose devilish virtuosity as pianist and lover had long been the talk of Europe. To general astonishment, Liszt had meanwhile become an Abbé after curbing his wilder ways and taking minor Catholic orders, while the countess, despite (or because of) her pedigree, had turned into a writer with strong republican sympathies. Siegfried, born in the  early morning of 6 June 1869, was Richard’s and Cosima’s third child, but they had yet to marry. Politics, art, nobility, sex – no wonder voyeurs by the boatload set daily course for Tribschen, or as close to it as they could get.


At least in the circumstances of his birth, Siegfried lived up to his extraordinary parents. Just as he uttered his first cry, according to an entry in Cosima’s voluminous diary, early rays of dawn sunlight flickered out from behind the mountains and bathed the villa’s rooms in orange fire. Caught in this blaze and reflecting it, Cosima’s portrait set in a gold-framed jewel case was ‘transfigured in celestial splendour’.1 Oddly enough it was Richard himself, not Cosima, who wrote that particular entry and the scene described might well have been taken from one of his own music dramas. It might also have appeared in one of the more poetic works of the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, say his Also Sprach Zarathustra (Thus Spake Zarathustra); and by an extraordinary chance Nietzsche, who had enjoyed a ‘wondrous’ first meeting with Wagner in Leipzig a year earlier, was a house guest at Tribschen that night. Disappointingly, it seems that he slept through the whole thing, but the mere fact of his presence in that very place at that very time is enough to set the imagination racing. Wasn’t the Siegfried of Wagner’s massive Ring cycle the prototype blonde, fearless, Teutonic hero, prone to slay dragons and plunge unharmed through fire? And didn’t Nietzsche with his concepts of the ‘superman’ and the ‘will to power’ help blaze a trail for the Nazis? How easy, therefore, to see all this not so much as a striking coincidence as an omen.


Easy but wrong. It is hard to imagine anyone less like a hero of the Ring or a Nietzschean superman than the gentle, affable, bisexual Siegfried who was born at Tribschen that night. Because Wagner junior lacked his father’s genius, as well as his ruthless egocentricity, he remains far less well known than his life and talent justify. Although busy enough as boss of the Bayreuth festival, he also ran a parallel career as producer and conductor, besides composing nearly a score of operas – works sneered at with depressing regularity, especially by people who have never heard them. Not that the ignorant can be much blamed. The Wagner family itself, who stood guard over Siegfried’s scores after his early death, for the most part did precious little to propagate them in the wake of the Second World War. Even leaving aside the compositions, much remains to be uncovered about  Siegfried’s personal and professional life. A couple of biographies of him have appeared in German, but his own memoirs are thin, his letters in part still not disclosed, his true feelings often masked by irony and bonhomie.


The problem with getting a clear view of Siegfried’s parents is rather the opposite. The near-limitless sea of material by and about the couple is one in which even expert navigators can lose their bearings for good. Cosima’s diary alone, belatedly published in full in 1976, runs to nearly a million words. She was also a compulsive correspondent, albeit no match for Richard, who fired off so many letters, more than ten thousand at the last count, that experts are still toiling to collect and classify them all. Overall, Wagner’s writings on just about everything under the sun (and including the texts of his music dramas) fill sixteen fat tomes. Nor is it just a matter of sheer quantity. Cosima’s diary reveals much to fascinate and infuriate, but it is wrong to take it, as many tend to do, as a verbatim record. Wagner’s near-thousand-page autobiography Mein Leben (My Life) is in part a compulsive read, but it is about as frank and reliable as you would expect, given that the text was written for a rich patron, King Ludwig, and dictated to Cosima. His essays, tracts and stories can be thought-provoking like Die Kunst und die Revolution (Art and Revolution), practical like Über das Dirigieren (On Conducting) – even funny like Eine Pilgerfahrt zu Beethoven (A Pilgrimage to Beethoven). They are usually trenchant, sometimes violent. But often it seems that Wagner takes up his pen not because he knows at the outset what he wants to say but because he wants to find out what he really thinks. To put it mildly, he does not always succeed. In any case he changed some of his key views over the years, in part radically. There is nothing odd about that of course, but he rarely acknowledged the fact publicly and probably did not always admit it to himself.


None of that would matter if Wagner had been a mediocre composer. It is doubtful whether much of his prose would be read nowadays for intrinsic merit. But because Wagner’s music is, at its best, of rarely matched power and beauty, his writings have become by association an irresistible lucky dip into which just about anyone – be it sage or crank, pacifist or warmonger, vegetarian or meat-eater, semite or antisemite – has been able to plunge a fist and pull out a prize. Zealots can find plenty of goodies there alone to back up their view of ‘The Master’ as a near-deity whose intellectual abilities matched his musical  genius. Those who hold this opinion enjoy flanking support, thanks to the strenuous efforts of Cosima and her devoted circle to doctor the record after Wagner’s death and declare his life unimpeachable. Similar obfuscation, albeit less blatant, has gone on intermittently ever since. On the other hand Wagner’s many foes can easily assemble more than enough ‘evidence’ from his literary meanderings and chequered career to demonise him, even to make him seem personally responsible for Hitler. Innumerable books and articles have been launched from both implacable camps. Behind many of them you can hardly miss the sound of axes being ground.


The six years Wagner spent at Tribschen (1866–72), when so many strands of his life came together, offer plenty of ammunition to fans and foes alike. It was, on the face of it, a period of almost unmatched joy and productivity. During it Wagner completed Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg (The Mastersingers of Nuremberg) and recommenced work on the Ring after a twelve-year break. Cosima joined him for good in 1868 and, after her divorce from von Bülow, who seemed almost relieved to lose her to someone he too felt was the ‘better man’, the pair finally married in Lucerne in 1870. ‘What a lucky old donkey I am,’ Wagner burst out one evening at Tribschen – and up to a point, that is just what he was. Literally worshipped by a woman twenty-four years younger, surrounded by his adored children and favourite animals – including two dogs and two peacocks called Wotan and Fricka – he seemed to have come as close as he ever did to finding a real home. He did later own Wahnfried, whereas Tribschen was merely rented; but since the bill for the latter was footed by the sorely tried but still not wholly estranged King Ludwig, that particular distinction did not matter much to Wagner. And there were peaks of domestic bliss at Tribschen that seem never quite to have been scaled later.


One of these was the famous birth of the Siegfried Idyll, which combines so many of those qualities such as charm, lightness and intimacy that the rest of Wagner’s music is widely but wrongly said to lack. Even those who can resist the Idyll itself can hardly deny the romance of its origin; how Wagner secretly composed the piece in 1870 as a birthday present for Cosima; how she failed to guess what was in the offing despite surreptitious rehearsals in and around the villa; how she awoke on Christmas morning (she was born on 24 December but celebrated on the twenty-fifth) to the strains of the premiere given by fifteen musicians crammed onto the staircase leading to her bedroom.  Cosima wept. She often did that anyway, especially when listening to Wagner, but then whose eyes would have stayed dry on such a day? ‘Now let me die,’ she sighed to him after the work had been repeated twice more, albeit in less cramped conditions. ‘It would be easier to die for me than to live for me,’2 Wagner replied – an observation very likely true.


Wagner was partly out to match (or rather surpass, since he despised mere equality) the birthday treat Cosima had secretly concocted for him seven months earlier. Overnight she had decorated Tribschen’s stairwell with hundreds of roses and in the early morning a forty-five-piece military band filed into the garden at her behest to play the Huldigungsmarsch (March of Homage), a far from idyllic piece Wagner had composed six years before for King Ludwig. But of course there was more behind the Idyll than a ritual move in an elevated game of tit-for-tat. Joy at the birth of his son, love for Cosima, a sense of peace in so ideal a place – all flowed into the piece and were reflected in the title Wagner gave it: ‘Tribschen Idyll with Fidi-Birdsong and Orange Sunrise presented as a symphonic birthday greeting to his Cosima by her Richard, 1870.’


It was not only the Wagners who found the Tribschen experience magical. Judith Gautier, a visiting French beauty whom Wagner seduced (or at least tried to) years later, told Cosima that ‘Now, at last, I comprehend that happiness of paradise so extolled by believers, the seeing of God face to face.’ The mistress of the house, Judith somewhat superfluously noted, ‘thought quite as I did’.3 Likewise Elisabeth Nietzsche, Friedrich’s sister who later devoted much of her life to falsifying his writings, recalls an enchanted walk by the lake under the full moon. Wagner wearing his famous velvet biretta and black cloak, Cosima in a pink cashmere gown, eloquently held forth with Nietzsche on the greatness of the Greeks, the promise of the Germans and the tragedy of human life until – bit by bit – they fell into a wistful silence. For the youthful philosopher, thirty-one years Wagner’s junior, Tribschen initially brought the revelation of joy (his unrequited love for Cosima notwithstanding) in a tortured, lonely life. Decades later and close to madness, he recalled his twenty-three visits – let’s say pilgrimages – to the spot, and confided that ‘at no price would I have my life deprived of those days at Tribschen – days of confidence, of sublime flashes of insight and of profound moments. I know not what Wagner may have been for others; but no cloud ever obscured our sky.’4


The first part of that statement is no doubt true, the last is nonsense. Even during that much-prized Tribschen era, Nietzsche’s slowly growing differences with Wagner brought down on him Cosima’s censure: as she put it in her diary, he was mistakenly ‘trying to resist the overwhelming effect’ of the Master’s personality.5 Later, feeling used, betrayed and humiliated, Nietzsche launched attacks on Wagner that for bitterness and ferocity, not to mention stylistic skill, remain unsurpassed to this day despite huge and ever-growing competition. Yet he could refer to a cloudless sky in the above passage from Ecce Homo, written in 1888 but only published twenty years later. One explanation might be that his madness had set in rather earlier than generally thought. More likely, at this particular moment he simply blended out painful memories to ensure that happy ones stayed untainted. Selective recollection is certainly, to quote Nietzsche again, Menschlich, Allzumenschliches (Human, All-Too-Human). But whether such distortion is unconscious, as it may well have been in Nietzsche’s case, or deliberate, it bedevils the Wagner saga often, all-too-often. And, of course, it works both ways.


Just how idyllic really was the Tribschen era? It was certainly a period when Richard and Cosima took their deception of King Ludwig, long blissfully unaware of their adultery, to new depths, with a barrage of lies and obsequiousness breathtaking even by Wagner’s abject standards. It was also just at this time that Wagner chose to reissue Das Judentum in der Musik (Jewishness in Music), an antisemitic tract he had published under a pseudonym two decades before. Now he worded it still more viciously (Cosima recorded her ‘great delight in its terseness and pithiness’6) and issued it under his own name. Similarly repulsive was Eine Kapitulation (A Capitulation), a jingoistic farce seemingly glorying in French humiliation in the war against Prussia, which he gleefully produced in late 1870, more or less simultaneously with the Siegfried Idyll. Wagner later argued that the piece was really meant to show that artistically the Germans were even more puerile than the French, and indeed his contempt for his own countrymen, Wagner fans excluded, at times seemed boundless. But whatever Wagner’s real intentions with Eine Kapitulation, there is no mistaking the joy with which he and particularly Cosima followed the progress of the Prussian onslaught. ‘Nine battles within a month, and all victorious,’ she exulted in her diary in September 1870. ‘What a christening present for Fidi.’7 In this and most other things, Cosima, with her French mother and Hungarian father, felt more intensely and chauvinistically German than most Germans. Hers was an example that other non-German members of the Wagner clan were disastrously to follow.


Wagner’s conduct can be, and often is, cast in a more favourable light. It is at least arguable that King Ludwig mainly had his own naivety to blame for trusting his ‘heavenly friend’ for so long, and for continuing to back him (much to posterity’s benefit) even when it was clear the trust was misplaced. Besides, it is widely claimed that geniuses have a higher calling that justifies any amount of subterfuge – or at least makes those who draw attention to it seem petty if not contemptible. Above all great love is said to set its own rules or, as Cosima more eloquently wrote, it ‘works on us like a Plutonian eruption, it bursts through everything, throws all strata into confusion, raises mountains, and there it is – utmost transformation and utmost law’.8 Even those who consider themselves less than ‘perfect Wagnerites’ usually praise Cosima for striking courage and self-sacrifice, risking everything the world of convention had to offer to go to the man she adored. By so doing, she gave him vital stability, a family and fostered his creativity. ‘Richard is working,’ she joyfully noted time after time in her diary. Wasn’t this relationship at least pretty close to a love that, as Wagner put it, emerges ‘only once in five thousand years’?9


Yes and no. By mid-1864, when Wagner and Cosima are first known to have slept together (‘consummated their union’ as it is often more delicately put), and four years before they finally settled in at Tribschen, he had already composed the bulk of his work, including more than half the Ring, part of Die Meistersinger and the whole of Tristan und Isolde. It is tempting to speculate that the tension produced by Wagner’s long and unhappy first marriage to Minna Planer, and by his relatively brief infatuation for Mathilde Wesendonck, the wife of a rich German businessman in Zurich, may have spurred him to creativity at least as much as life with Cosima ever did. Tempting – but hardly fruitful. At least Cosima’s omnipresence did not stop him completing his unfinished works and composing the whole of Parsifal, often claimed to be his finest piece. Besides, the love that happens ‘only once in five thousand years’ was itself far from tension-free.


Take that flowery account of Siegfried’s birth in Cosima’s diary. Isn’t it strange that Wagner should have written it there? He did have a lovely diary of his own in brown leather decorated with malachite stones, given him by Cosima years before. One explanation could be  that Wagner felt so totally at one with her on that splendid June morning that her thoughts and feelings – and hence her diary – became his own, as it were. No doubt he also wanted to spare her the effort of writing so soon after giving birth. That seems plausible, except that Wagner had written another long entry in Cosima’s diary a few days before, without at first telling her what he was up to, and it was anything but considerate. Instead he bitterly complained because Cosima, still married to von Bülow and apparently embarrassed with her elder children in the house, refused to move into an apartment on the ground floor with a bedroom next to his. Such treatment, Wagner charged as he returned the volume to his pregnant mistress, tormented him ‘like the fear of death.’10 Cosima was not just remorseful. As the very next entry (in her own hand) makes clear, she felt that barely seven months after moving in with Wagner she had been given the ‘coup de grâce’.11


This was no isolated storm. Like a spoiled brat, Wagner could never bear to be away from the centre of attention, sometimes emitting a piercing scream simply to shut up guests who had the effrontery to chat among themselves. But when Cosima was distracted for an hour or two, say minding the children or doing embroidery, his tantrums could become especially vindictive. Even before the Tribschen era, he particularly resented Cosima’s continuing contacts with her father – that same Franz Liszt who had proved such a staunch friend to Wagner when he was down and nearly out, as he so often was. And later in Bayreuth a ‘distracting’ letter from Liszt sparked such a bitter outburst from Wagner that Cosima in distress abandoned her beloved diary for twelve days. How could she put up with such treatment? The truth is she enjoyed it. ‘I am glad of my suffering,’ she wrote, ‘and fold my hands in grateful prayer.’12


The Tribschen idyll with its peaks of physical joy and its ‘sublime flashes of insight’ was no sham. That birthday music for Cosima unforgettably sums up the best of it. But as so often with Wagner, it was also a time shot through with peculiarly intense envy, prejudice and cruelty. Both extremes belong to the true picture of a life that, to cite Charles de Gaulle’s forbidding words between the two world wars about Germany, was like ‘a sublime but glaucous sea where the fisherman’s net hauls up monsters and treasures’.13 No wonder Wagner’s descendants staggered under the weight of so glorious but poisoned a legacy.
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At the start of 1848, revolution sparked by poverty, famine and unrealised democratic ideals began to sweep through Europe – unstoppably, it seemed at first. In February Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels issued their Communist Manifesto, not an immediate cause of the uprisings, it is true, but very much a sign of the times. The same month King Louis-Philippe of France, threatened by street battles in Paris and fearing for his head, hastily abdicated after eighteen years of rule and fled to England. A republic was promptly declared – the second in France since the bloody revolution begun in 1789, bringing about a reign of terror, the execution of Louis XVI and the end of the monarchy for more than two decades. 


With the 1848 insurrection victorious in Paris, demonstrations erupted in March in Vienna, capital of the Habsburg (Austrian) empire, forcing the flight of Clemens von Metternich, the power behind the throne for nearly forty years, and later the abdication of Emperor Ferdinand himself. For a time the far-flung but loosely integrated empire itself seemed about to fall apart. Meanwhile regimes in the patchwork of states that made up Italy and Germany lost their nerve with startling speed, promising all sorts of democratic reforms to keep the mobs at bay. More or less at the geographical centre of this turmoil, though not at first directly involved in the violence swirling around it, was Dresden, capital of Saxony. And at the core of Dresden’s musical life was the energetic but chronically impecunious Richard Wagner, since 1843 Hofkapellmeister (court conductor) to King Friedrich August II, a post that brought more than local prestige.


Surely such an establishment figure, with his regular duties, smart livery and ex-actress wife who adored being called ‘Frau Hofkapellmeisterin’,   would be firmly committed to the status quo. Not so. Bursting with frustration and increasingly anarchic visions, Wagner backed the drive for sweeping reform at home and greeted the outbreak of street fighting in Vienna with a signed poem published in the Austrian press. None of that lost him his job. His monumental opera Rienzi, der letzte der Tribunen (Rienzi, the Last of the Tribunes), set in ancient Rome and packed with insurrection, death and destruction, was indeed removed by the management from the programme of the Royal Court Opera – hardly a drastic rebuke in the circumstances. But in September Wagner was still very much active in His Majesty’s service, conducting a concert including excerpts from his latest work Lohengrin to mark the three-hundredth birthday of the Court Orchestra (forerunner of the superb Dresden Staatskapelle, still going strong today despite everything war and dictatorship has flung at its home city). Wagner’s friends marvelled at his ability to bounce back; his foes seethed at his knack, as it seemed to them, of getting away with murder. Whatever you called it, the truth was that this phenomenal court employee had already packed far more scandal and sheer adventure into his thirty-five years than most men do into a lifetime.


Twelve years before, Wagner had made his public debut as an opera composer with Das Liebesverbot (The Ban on Love), an over-long but witty piece based on Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, which lampoons sham morality in general and puritanism in particular. It still deserves a staging but rarely gets one anywhere; it is never produced at the Bayreuth festival, where its lightish relief would be a boon. It was not Wagner’s first completed opera – that was the easily forgettable Die Feen (The Fairies) – but it was the first to get a hearing, albeit a brief one. The premiere in Magdeburg where Wagner regularly conducted was a fiasco, and a second performance was scrapped after onstage fist fights broke out before the curtain rose. The company then went bankrupt. It was during his involvement with the Magdeburg troupe that Wagner wooed and won – perhaps one should rather say wore down – Christine Wilhelmine ‘Minna’ Planer, a fetching, blue-eyed actress four years older than himself with an illegitimate daughter named Natalie whom she passed off as her sister. They were wed in 1836 in Königsberg, a marriage that was rocky from the first but somehow survived poverty, sickness and a stream of affairs, not to mention a basic difference of outlook, until Minna’s death thirty years later.


Not quite all the extra-marital adventures were Wagner’s. Six months after the wedding Minna, battered and bewildered by her husband’s lightning switches of mood from towering rage to tearful remorse, ran off with a merchant. She finally rejoined Wagner in the Baltic town of Riga (then in the Russian empire) where he had become music director. But when his contract was not renewed and his passport impounded because he failed to pay his debts, Wagner decided in 1839 to flee west with Minna and a huge hound called Robber to seek his fortune in Paris, at that time the capital of the opera world. According to Natalie, Minna was so injured in a cart accident during the perilous trip that she was unable to have another child. That may or may not be accurate. Natalie was not present in Riga and only rejoined the household in Paris, so her report made decades later is second-hand. But both Wagner and Natalie in their separate accounts do agree that there was an accident – and it is a fact that Minna henceforth stayed childless.


After dodging Cossack guards on the border with East Prussia, hiding in the hold of a small merchant ship and surviving a storm-wracked, zigzag voyage, the dazed couple arrived in London barely able to stand upright. Wagner aimed to make some useful contacts there and also to track down the score of his grandiose overture Rule Britannia, which had vanished into thin air after he had posted it two years before to the Philharmonic Society. Having failed in London on both counts (though the score, worth an occasional outing at the Last Night of the Proms, did eventually reappear), Wagner pressed on with wife and hound to Paris. His hopes of a breakthrough there were still high, but not for much longer. Even allowing for Wagner’s often deliberate distortions in Mein Leben, from which he tends to emerge as a victim of idiot critics and envious rivals, there is little doubt that his two and a half years in the French capital were among the most frustrating and degrading he ever suffered. He spent much of the time begging for cash, writing articles (some still gripping, many hack-work) and knocking on doors of the music establishment, which usually stayed shut.


One door that opened more than a crack, however, was that of Giacomo Meyerbeer, born Jakob Liebmann Beer into a wealthy Jewish family near Berlin, who had lived in Paris for years and whose grand operas were the toast of much of Europe. In one sickeningly sycophantic letter, a genre of which he proved a lifelong master, Wagner  offered to become Meyerbeer’s ‘slave, body and soul, in order to find food and strength for my work, which will one day tell you of my gratitude’.1 Meyerbeer’s genuine efforts on Wagner’s behalf brought little direct result in the French capital; but they did help get Rienzi and Der fliegende Holländer (The Flying Dutchman), both completed in Paris, to the stage in Germany. Wagner was later to repay this backing not with the promised gratitude but with some of the most vindictive attacks even he could muster. Deeply envious of Meyerbeer’s success, he was also filled with self-hatred; not just because he had felt forced to beg (he was often doing that), but because in Rienzi he came close to producing the kind of superficial spectacle he despised in contemporary opera in general – and in his benefactor’s work in particular. Did Wagner come to hate Meyerbeer so much because he was Jewish, or did he come to hate Jews because of Meyerbeer? Of that grubby question, alas, more later.


With such a long march of misery behind him, Wagner could hardly believe it when his luck began to turn and Dresden agreed to stage Rienzi. After agonies of apprehension  before the premiere on 20 October 1842, he stopped the clock in the Court Theatre during the sixhour marathon for fear an impatient public might bolt before the end. He need not have worried. Nearly everyone stayed until after midnight to cheer. It was one of the biggest first-night successes Wagner ever had, paving the way for his appointment as Hofkapellmeister. Three months later Dresden premiered Holländer (to less acclaim) and in 1845 Tannhäuser, the latter even drawing a reluctant salute from Robert Schumann, influential both as critic and composer, who claimed to have little against Wagner except that he ‘never stops talking’.2 Wagner’s income still far from matched his spending, but that apart he seemed to have real cause to celebrate. Minna was clearly overjoyed and, after the vagabond existence since Magdeburg, who could blame her? From her point of view, only a fool would deliberately endanger a ‘good life’ so hard won; but then her point of view was emphatically not her husband’s. If that had not been wholly plain in the years of shared privation, it became so in the relative security of Dresden. For Minna, the world at large could more or less drift on as it was. For Wagner it had to change.


And changing it was, despite all the efforts of the old order to maintain the status quo. Germany still existed merely as a Confederation of grotesquely unequal parts – including five kingdoms, six grand  duchies, eleven duchies, ten principalities, one landgraviate and four free cities – created by the Congress of Vienna in 1815 after Napoleon’s final defeat. The continued division of a potentially serious rival suited the big powers like Russia, Britain and Austria (the latter formally part of, and dominant within, the Confederation). It did not suit Germans fired by the ideals of the 1789 French Revolution, who reckoned liberal reforms could only make headway if the petty potentates in the regions lost their clout in a truly united nation. Nor did it remotely suit German business, envious of Britain’s economic success but trapped in a web of customs tariffs between and sometimes even within the member states. There was no common currency and no uniform system of weights and measures.


The creation under Prussian pressure in 1834 of the Zollverein, a customs union that included much of the Confederation but not Austria, went some way to meet German business demands. Arguably it gave a more decisive prod to the cause of German unity than any of the philosophies, speeches and demonstrations then current (a point not lost just over a century later on those who set up the Common Market while seeking a united Europe). But economics and pragmatism alone could not satisfy those Germans genuinely seeking liberal reform, let alone those impatient for a powerful base, democratic or not, from which to repay the French for past humiliation. It was around this time that Wagner became involved with Junges Deutschland (Young Germany), a loose literary grouping at odds in detail on many things but broadly united in a yearning for the overthrow of the existing order – political, artistic and moral. In Germany pressure for change built up slowly like distant thunder, noted Heinrich Heine, the Jewish-born poet who was the group’s most distinguished adherent; but one day a drama would be enacted there ‘compared with which the French Revolution will seem like a harmless idyll’.3


Wagner’s political stance was not at first as radical as that, although part of Junges Deutschland’s ‘free love’ philosophy quickly flowed into Das Liebesverbot and some of Heine’s work later served as a source for Holländer and Tannhäuser. But his views hardened under the humiliating blows he suffered in hated Paris and, more surprisingly at first glance, they continued to do so even in Dresden. Why? For one thing Wagner failed to win reform even in the limited field in which he fondly imagined that, as Hofkapellmeister, he had direct influence. In 1846 he produced a report proposing ways to rationalise the hiring of orchestral players and boost their salaries while offering more concerts. It is one of a handful of constructive, practical documents that show that Wagner did not always have his head in the clouds or the slime of the Rhine. But it did not persuade local bureaucrats who carefully mulled over the scheme for a year, then carefully shelved it. Nothing loath, Wagner came up with another even more far-reaching plan two years later. Under it the Court Theatre was to be renamed the National Theatre and given a form of collective self-management that would remove it from direct political or royal infuence, though Wagner cannily built in a clause that would have enhanced his own position. No doubt a servant (even a superior one) who thinks he can afford to bite his master’s hand so blithely must be judged more than a bit naive. At any rate nothing came of this scheme either.


Those setbacks alone would hardly have taken Wagner to the barricades, but there was much else simmering in his head and heart. Perhaps already in Paris, but at the latest in Dresden, he was fired by the ideas of the contemporary French anarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon, now most widely remembered and falsely judged for his unsubtle remark that ‘property is theft’. What Proudhon really opposed was not property earned by personal effort, but the kind used to exploit the labour of another. No wonder that struck a chord with Wagner, who had so often felt forced to sell his compositions for a pittance, pawn his pathetic belongings and beg for help in cash and kind, not least from Jews. But he was even more decisively influenced by the philosophy of Ludwig Feuerbach, one of whose key works, Das Wesen des Christentums (The Essence of Christianity), was published in 1841 just before Wagner and Minna packed their bags in Paris and retreated to the Fatherland. Claiming that man created God in his own image, Feuerbach urged people to stop projecting their own highest qualities, and shuffling off responsibility, onto a non-existent deity. In a nutshell, he issued a clarion call to human beings to grow up and take their lives into their own hands.


For Wagner Feuerbach was simply, as he put it in Mein Leben, ‘the ideal exponent of the radical release of the individual from the thraldom of accepted notions’.4 Many budding revolutionaries of the time felt the same. One was Marx, a keen Feuerbach admirer at least for a while. Another was August Röckel, deputy conductor in Dresden, a man of minor musical talent but such explosive eloquence on his favourite topic of insurrection that even Wagner sometimes found it  hard to get a word in edgeways. It was thanks to Röckel that in 1849 Wagner fell in with Mikhail Bakunin, the very model of a Russian anarchist (and naturally a Proudhon fan), who was always looking for trouble and found plenty of it in Dresden that year.


By that time Wagner was more than ready to back an uprising with action as well as words. Back in 1846 he had told a fellow radical, Alfred von Meissner, that there had already been a revolution in people’s heads and that ‘the new Germany was ready and waiting like a bronze cast that needed only a hammer blow on its clay shell in order for it to emerge.’5 Two years later, with Europe increasingly in turmoil, Wagner went public with his view of what this ‘bronze cast’ should look like. In a speech in June 1848 to more than a thousand backers of the fiercely republican Vaterlandsverein (Fatherland Union), he called among other things for national unity, universal suffrage, abolition of censorship and removal of the aristocratic ‘lackeys and flunkies’ at court (though not of the king himself). He also came close to demanding the abolition of money, a step that presumably would have seen off his ineluctably rising debts, which already far exceeded his annual salary. Out of all that, Wagner claimed, a new and free Germany would emerge, which would establish colonies and thus carry civilisation across the globe. ‘The sun of German freedom and German gentleness’, as he put it, ‘should alike warm and elevate Cossack, Frenchman, Bushman and Chinese …’6


With the sad benefit of hindsight, it is hard not to sneer at Wagner’s vision of Germanic global warming. As for his other points, the woolly ranting against money was much in tune with the times and the call for greater unity and democracy surely justified. But bit by bit that year the conservatives in much of Europe steadied themselves and began to take back concessions they had promised in the initial panic. A national assembly began meeting in Frankfurt to try to unite Germany and produce a constitution, but to the frustration of many – including Wagner – it proved unrepresentative and ultimately powerless. Finally, in May 1849, violence came to the streets of Dresden at last and the court composer, along with his pals Röckel and Bakunin, was in the thick of it. Exactly what part Wagner played is not clear and presumably never will be. But he certainly issued leaflets to Saxon soldiers urging them not to make common cause with Prussian forces called in by the King to help put down the uprising. He also reported on troop movements from the steeple of a Dresden church with bullets  pinging about him, and he may have helped order hand grenades for the rebels.


Anyway, the rebellion flopped and a warrant was issued for Wagner’s arrest. He narrowly escaped capture and thanks to help from Franz Liszt, then music director in Weimar, he managed to make it with false papers over the border to Switzerland. There poor Minna, her worst fears confirmed, later joined him. Wagner stayed in exile for eleven years, sometimes with Minna, often without her. Röckel was not so lucky. Caught and tried, he was condemned to death, a sentence later commuted to life imprisonment. Bakunin was jailed for seven years, then exiled to Siberia. He escaped in 1861 and popped up in Europe again to spread more unrest, still trumpeting that ‘the passion for destruction is also a creative passion’.7




*





The tale so far might seem to suggest that Wagner was dropping composing to become a professional revolutionary. Almost the opposite is true, although he did spend his first period in exile turning out one theoretical tract after another but no music. He had come to believe that only through revolution would a society emerge in which true art, notably his own, was able to flourish. It was therefore wholly in his interest to spend some time giving revolution a helping hand. What good were all those pathetically provincial and near-bankrupt little theatres, Wagner fumed, or those grand opera houses crawling with bureaucrats and subject to the patronage of musically illiterate grandees? He had seen more than enough of both from the inside. Not for him the superficial gestures and empty pomp of works by Meyer-beer and his ilk – mere sops tossed into a gilded trough for frivolous audiences that tended to come late, leave early and chatter in between. What a difference, he reflected, to the role of art in ancient Greece, where works fusing instrumental music, singing, poetry and drama had touched the deepest human thoughts and feelings. Moreover, the performances had been given in theatres of a practical design where all present could see and hear well, not in ornate buildings with tiered boxes that emphasised wealth and social status. The Greeks who imbibed all-encompassing art under ideal conditions came away feeling uplifted and united, with a better understanding of the world and of themselves. That at least is how Wagner saw it, so fired during his last years in Dresden by reading Greek texts, especially the Oresteia of Aeschylus, that he later claimed, ‘I have never since been  really able to reconcile myself with modern literature.’8


Despite his rose-tinted view of antiquity, Wagner did admit that economically Greek society had been flawed because it was based on slavery. But so too, he argued, was the modern world, in which all had become slaves to capital in one way or another. What’s more, over the centuries ‘the great synthesis of the arts’ that had plumbed and reflected the public consciousness of the Greeks had split apart. What remained were mere fragments such as opera, plays and ballet – superficial and commercialised like the alienated, class-ridden society they intermittently titillated. The answer? Overthrow capitalism, stop treating culture as a commodity and reunite the sadly splintered arts as co-equal partners. And who, despite two years of largely abortive revolution in Europe, might be bold or crazy enough to try his hand at forging a Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art) modelled on that long-shattered Greek ideal? Why, the all-but jobless, henpecked exile Richard Wagner. In Dresden he had already sketched part of the plot for a suitable opus; a parable of human kind eventually called Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung), beginning in primeval slime, ending in fire and showing how greed for power and wealth destroys love. He also had some original ideas about how this colossus should be displayed; over four evenings before an audience that did not have to pay, and in a wooden building designed along the lines of a Greek theatre, which would be burned down after the last night. All that remained to be settled were the practical details like composing the music and raising the money. And in the latter skill, as in the former, Wagner was a much-practised virtuoso.


He needed to be. Zurich is a city where traditionally much money can indeed be raised (and hidden from prying eyes), but not by just anyone. And here among its solid citizens was a perfect example of the sort of person seemingly bound not to get a sou; a rather undersized (not quite five feet seven inches) Saxon musician with an oversized head, a thick accent, dreadful manners and an often venomous glare, who wrote and babbled incessantly about chimeras like Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft (The Artwork of The Future). His marriage was clearly shaky and he had no fixed address. Yes, he had had some success and status in Dresden and he had made something of a mark since arriving in Zurich, both as a conductor and as actor/narrator of his near-interminable Nibelung tale – recited to a dogged little throng over four nights in the luxury Hotel Baur au Lac. But surely one would  sooner invest in an enterprise to make silver from moonbeams than inject cash into this Saxon windbag?


And yet Wagner – the master-pumper from Leipzig – extracted a steady stream of loans and largesse, even managing repeatedly to tap a canny silk merchant, Otto Wesendonck, while dallying with Otto’s young and lovely wife Mathilde. Much of Wesendonck’s backing was, in fact, pledged only in exchange for future income from performances of Wagner’s works. But since most of the latter had so far proved anything but box-office hits, and the projected Gesamtkunstwerk was of unparalleled length and complexity, to be staged in a theatre that did not yet exist, Wesendonck’s ‘security’ looked shaky indeed. How did Wagner manage to turn so many usually steady heads? Some well-wishers, of course, quickly grasped that his was music for the ages; most people were anyway susceptible to his silver tongue, his air of life-or-death conviction and his sheer effrontery: ‘I must have beauty, radiance, light. The world owes me a living.’9 Like all the greatest actors he did not so much charm and bully his audiences (onstage and off) as spellbind them. Of all the roles he created, from the ever-wandering Dutchman through the passionate outsider Tannhäuser to the lovesick knight Tristan, perhaps the one that matches Wagner best is Klingsor – the wizard in Parsifal, making magic from a dark tower above his dangerously seductive magic garden.


Although still smarting under the Dresden setback, living from hand to mouth and close to the age of forty, Wagner remained committed – fiercely for a time – to leftist revolution. It is true that he condemned communism (but capitalism too!) and that when he invoked the Volk, a dangerously vague word easily misused, he was thinking not of the working masses but of a kind of German spiritual brotherhood. Moreover, he claimed to favour a continued role for monarchs (not to mention a special place for outstanding artists – like himself) in the post-revolutionary world he dimly foresaw. All that might seem to show that Wagner was more of a bourgeois-liberal reformer than a socialist rebel, that like many of his countrymen he favoured a soft ‘revolution from above’ over a violent French-style one from below. It is often claimed that this national trait – in principle endearing but in practice calamitous – helps explain why Germany never had a thoroughgoing revolution and stayed all too vulnerable to authoritarian and dictatorial regimes. Be that as it may, Wagner surely does not fall under Lenin’s caustic definition of Germans as people so law-abiding that they will first buy platform tickets before storming a railway station. He really had been penniless and hungry and he had seen at close quarters the stifling power of entrenched privilege. He could easily have chosen to throw in his lot with the establishment for good, but instead he risked jail and even his life to try to overturn it. He was certainly not averse to violence, except against animals.


Physically safe and halfway solvent in his Zurich oasis, Wagner struggled to create a work revolutionary in aim and form from a bewildering array of sources. The Greek example clearly played a big role in the forging of the Ring – surprisingly big, no doubt, for those who tend to think of the cycle as Teutonic through and through. It shows up in the bid to give music and words equal status, as well as in parts of the plot that echo the work of Aeschylus. It may even help account for the cycle’s four-part format, which recalls the tetralogies of Athenian drama. Nordic myth and Germanic saga went into Wagner’s crucible too. But what caused him to want to weld all this disparate material into shape in the first place? That is a dangerous question to ask about any creative artist. But it is surely plausible to conclude that without a deep sense of injustice and the yearning for a new order, bred by bitter personal experience and fostered by the philosophy of revolution, Wagner would not have begun the Ring as and when he did, perhaps not at all. His blueprint showing how disaster inevitably springs from greed for riches and lust for power would surely have drawn a nod of assent from Proudhon. Likewise Feuerbach would in principle have enthused over the fearless, taboo-breaking optimism of the Ring’s young Siegfried, though he might well have had doubts about the uses to which Siegfried put these qualities.


In view of all that it seems sad, even tragic, that the leaders of the German Left did not try harder to adopt Wagner either during his lifetime or later. Didn’t the social and political views he held for much (perhaps most) of his life strongly resemble their own? Wasn’t this stance made manifest in the great parable of the Ring, at least in much of it? And surely the scheme for a classless theatre’ making performances available even to the impecunious should have warmed the hearts of all leftist culture-vultures. In his incisive The Perfect Wagnerite (1898), the Irish socialist George Bernard Shaw brilliantly explored the Ring as an allegory of capitalism. No doubt he stressed that aspect too much at the expense of others. The tetralogy is a muddling (and muddled) beast that can be defined in many weird and wonderful  ways. But the point is that no German figure of the left with remotely similar clout produced a thesis comparable to Shaw’s. Nor was it until 1976 that a Ring production taking the socialist approach, with all its insights and flaws, finally reached the Bayreuth stage – and then it came from a Frenchman, Patrice Chéreau. Instead Wagner disastrously became the hero of the conservative bourgeoisie and increasingly of the far right. That is partly because his widow Cosima and her Bayreuth disciples strenuously remoulded the Master’s image into one they approved of and wanted the world to believe in. But it is also because Wagner did what most people, including revolutionary firebrands, tend to do in the fullness of time. He changed.


One reason why Wagner changed was that the world in the 1850s stayed much the same, or at least was not transformed in the way he yearned for. It was a good time for reactionaries, not revolutionaries. After a coup d’état in Paris in 1851, France’s short lived Second Republic gave way to a Second Empire with Napoleon III (Bonaparte’s nephew) at its head. Germany remained the patchwork Confederation that had emerged after 1815, with much the same sort of old guard in control. National unity and democratic reform seemed as far distant as ever. In fact the apparent lull in 1850s Germany was deceptive. Prussia became increasingly dominant, building up its industry and starting to modernise the army that would shortly humble first the Austrians (in 1866) and then the French (in 1870–1). Meanwhile, thanks not least to the ‘deregulation’ boost of the Zollverein, most of the Confederation enjoyed an economic boom. New factories were built, railways laid, banks founded to finance it all. In 1871 national unity emerged at last, driven by economics and sealed by Prussian military might. ‘Iron and blood’ proved more effective than ‘speeches and majority verdicts’ (not to mention revolutionary idealism), just as Otto von Bismarck, Prussia’s chancellor and master of Realpolitik, had predicted. Not surprisingly Wagner did not foresee all that in the early 1850s as he plugged away at his Ring in Zurich. He continued to pay lip service to the cause and kept in sporadic contact with old leftist pals. But his revolutionary ardour was fading.


Then he came across the philosophy of Arthur Schopenhauer. That discovery has been seen by one scholar after another, not to mention the composer himself, as a ‘road to Damascus’ revelation after which Wagner was never the same again. Up to a point that seems true. In late 1854 a friend gave him a copy of Schopenhauer’s massive Die  Welt als Wille und Vorstellung (The World as Will and Representation), which Wagner promptly devoured although he was in the throes of composing. Suddenly, it seemed to him, the clouds rolled away and the largely unpalatable truth about the world and himself became clear. He read the work four times within a year, went on reading it for the rest of his life and tried with typical fervour to ram what he took to be its message down as many throats as possible. His keenness was not misplaced. Whatever its flaws, Die Welt als Wille und Vorstellung is almost uniquely wide-ranging and, unlike most of Wagner’s own pseudo-philosophical writings, a pleasure to read. Schopenhauer’s relentless logic brought perceptions like those of Buddhism but by the unexpected route of western thought. His insights into the power of the subconscious presaged those of Sigmund Freud. His analysis of matter and energy, fantastic though it seemed at the time, fits uncannily well into the world of quantum physics. All in all, a startling achievement for an odd little man with a near-insatiable appetite, at least for food and intellectual activity, who preferred his cat to people and who was widely ignored for much of his life.


In a nutshell, Schopenhauer argued that the world we poor humans perceive with our limited faculties and different standpoints is our own representation of reality, but not reality itself. Behind this empirical world, the one our senses and intellect register, lies what Schopenhauer (and in part Immanuel Kant before him) calls the ‘thing in itself’. This ‘real reality’ is not strictly knowable but it distressingly manifests itself through what Schopenhauer confusingly calls ‘Will’, best thought of as energy or force, not conscious intent. This force is all-encompassing. People can dimly see it at work within themselves in the urge to live, to reproduce, to ‘get on’. But for Schopenhauer it drives everything animate and inanimate; the whole universe is engaged in a blind and ceaseless chase to satisfy desires that, if met at all, are at once replaced by new ones. Result – misery. Is there no escape? Schopenhauer sees two possible ways. One is that people can by a process of self-denial withdraw from the eternal rat race into something much like the Buddhist state of Nirvana. This rather optimistically implies that, like Schopenhauer, they realise the awful truth and that, rather unlike him, they fully apply the appropriate remedy. The other way to win an at least short-term respite is, as it were, to lose oneself in art. Schopenhauer greatly valued the arts and judged much the greatest to be music – a direct manifestation, he believed, of inner consciousness.


For Wagner, Schopenhauer was the right philosopher at the right time. The aging revolutionary was starting to despair and here was Schopenhauer telling him, in a sense, not to worry because the whole struggle was useless anyway. Overturn one system and the next one will be no better, nor the one after that and so on ad infinitum. Moreover, Wagner had spent immense time and energy telling himself and other people that music and words were equal partners in the Gesamtkunstwerk, and here was Schopenhauer saying instead that music was best by far. On the face of it that looks inconvenient. But hadn’t Wagner in his heart of hearts believed it anyway, whatever his intellect had tried to tell him? He was first and foremost a musician. And if he had fancied himself as a writer too, every one of Schopenhauer’s clear and elegant sentences put him firmly in his lowly place.


Wagner readily agreed that Schopenhauer had a key impact on his work, but he did not, perhaps could not, fully and frankly state what that impact was. When he came across Die Welt he had just completed the music for Das Rheingold (The Rhine Gold), the first part (or so-called Vorabend – ‘preliminary evening’) of the Ring, and was hard at work on the next part, Die Walküre (The Valkyrie). In Mein Leben, he admits that after reading Die Welt he at first felt embarrassed because much of the theory behind his Nibelung project did not match what he felt Schopenhauer was telling him. However, when he took a further look at his own ‘poetical conception’ he concluded there was no contradiction after all. In other words, at a deeper level than that of conscious theory he had really been a Schopenhauerian all along.


Stretching a point, you can indeed fit much of Wagner’s earlier work into the gospel according to Schopenhauer, especially the struggle between flesh and spirit in Tannhäuser. As for the Ring, Wagner found it terribly hard to cobble together a libretto consistent with his revolutionary ideals, and rewrote the ending of the whole cycle several times even before he read Die Welt. The truth is that Schopenhauer jerked the rug from under a concept for the Ring that had already been made shaky by Wagner’s growing pessimism about his own future, and the world’s. Why did he largely drop the project (tinkering apart) in 1857 for twelve whole years, when he was already well into Siegfried, the next-to-last part of the cycle? One all-too-familiar reason was that he needed cash, and clearly the Ring would not be complete and available as a money-spinner for ages, if at all. Besides, Tristan und Isolde and Die Meistersinger were welling up in him, both works that with crass  misjudgement he reckoned almost any opera house would be able to stage with ease. Although it demands some intellectual effort (and self-deception?) to find a place for the often buoyant Meistersinger in Schopenhauer’s bleak universe, the desolate Tristan – fusing love and death in music of agonising intensity – seems to slot into it rather well. And in the late 1850s after his doomed affair with Mathilde Wesendonck, Wagner was in a near-suicidal mood – arguably ideal for Tristan.


Above all, though, Wagner simply became bored with the Nibelungs. He admitted as much almost in passing in a letter in 1856, and when he finally got the cycle under way again his style as well as his world-view had changed. His music dramas, he blithely claimed in 1872 – in flat contradiction to his Gesamtkunstwerk theories of two decades before – were ‘deeds of music made visible’. He never did wholly solve the knotty problem of the Ring’s ending (optimistic or pessimistic, Feuerbachian or Schopenhauerian?) to his own satisfaction. When asked what it meant, he rather testily replied that the meaning was in the music. A very sensible remark. Theories about Wagner come and go, some edifying, many absurd. ‘Explaining’ his work is a serious industry offering employment to legions of scribes who might otherwise go hungry. But what really counts is the music. Sir Thomas Beecham, that master of barbed wit and backhanded compliment, once said of the British that they knew nothing about music but loved ‘the noise it makes’. By no means everyone loves the noise Wagner makes, but as a rule simply listening to it is more rewarding than imbibing any of the theories that circulate around it, including Wagner’s own.


The amazing thing is that Wagner managed to produce so much ‘noise’ at all, especially in the post-Dresden era when he was a wanted man. The last music he managed to compose before scuttling off to Zurich with the police at his heels was Lohengrin, finished in 1848. The faithful Liszt premiered the work in Weimar in 1850, but Wagner did not attend for fear of arrest. Even in Venice, part of the Austrian empire, he was harassed by police (admittedly rather cultured and understanding police) while working on Tristan in 1858–9. He was safe enough in London, where in 1855 he conducted a few concerts panned by the press and even got to meet Queen Victoria (‘not at all pretty with, I am sorry to say, a rather red nose’10). The longish arm of Saxon law could not catch up with him in Paris either, but he grew to hate the city more than ever, especially after the performances of  Tannhäuser in 1861 were drowned in an uproar organised by political foes and nitwit aristocrats. A year before that debacle, Wagner had at last been granted a partial amnesty, allowing him to visit most of Germany again, but the full pardon that included his home state of Saxony came through only in 1862.




*





Apart from being on the run for so long, there was much else to keep Wagner from his work. His health was dreadful for most of his life; typhoid fever in France, dysentery in Italy, boils, colds, stomach troubles, haemorrhoids – it would be rather easier to list what he did not suffer from. Persistent rashes, probably of psychosomatic origin, at least gave him a fine excuse to do something he loved anyway – wear silk and satin against his skin. In later years he suffered growing chest pains, foreshadowing the heart attack that killed him. All this discomfort helps explain his frequent bouts of foul temper, but it did not stop him plunging into one affair after another. How many of his ‘conquests’ he actually slept with is unclear and hardly important, except to those who claim that much of his work, especially Tristan, is a product of sublimated physical passion. Would the pieces have been very different, or even failed to emerge at all, if the passion had not been sublimated? Leaving aside that fruitless question, Cosima quotes Wagner in her diary as saying that a tall story he had once told about composing part of Parsifal was ‘as far-fetched as my love affairs’.11 Admittedly, he may well have told Cosima what he thought she wanted to hear, or she may have reported what she chose to remember.


One thing seems sure. Wagner invested at least as much time and effort in his lady friends as he did in pondering Schopenhauer’s counsel about self-denial. He did, in fact, once write a letter to Schopenhauer arguing that since the sexual act induced a sense of other-worldly peace, it should be seen as a road to salvation from the near-irresistible pressures of Will. But he never posted this ingenious document, perhaps fearing the great man might judge the argument a mite self-serving. Be that as it may, although the names of all Wagner’s amours will never be known, the spectrum even of the identifiable ones is wide indeed. There was Mathilde Wesendonck with her delicate beauty and literary pretensions; and there was Marie Völkl with more tangible assets, including ‘pink drawers’ that Wagner begged her by letter to make ready for his impending arrival. There was Jessie Laussot, a Bordeaux wine merchant’s English-born wife with whom  Wagner briefly planned to elope to some distant spot in Asia Minor; and there was the ‘obliging’ teenager Seraphine Mauro, much beloved by the composer Peter Cornelius, one of the many friends Wagner betrayed but who trotted back for more. There was the temperamental actress Friederike Meyer from Frankfurt, not to be confused with the sweet-natured Mathilde Maier from Mainz who was rather deaf (no liability, cynics may feel, for anyone spinning in Wagner’s immediate orbit). The list is easily expandable.


Wagner’s insecure childhood offers a happy hunting ground for all those seeking to explain (away?) his later instability in general and partner-swapping in particular. His mother was, without a shadow of doubt, Johanna Rosine Wagner (née Pätz), a baker’s daughter from Wessenfels near Leipzig. But was his real father the Leipzig police actuary Carl Friedrich Wagner, who died six months after Richard’s birth on 22 May 1813? Or was it the actor, writer and painter Ludwig Geyer, a close family friend (sometimes claimed contrary to the evidence to have been Jewish), who married Johanna when Richard was a year old? Nobody knows for sure and, barring exhumation and DNA tests, presumably no one ever will. Wagner was not sure either. In Mein Leben he claims he was baptised two days after birth but in fact the ceremony took place only three months later, after Johanna had made an unexplained trip through war-torn territory to visit Geyer, who was on tour with his theatre troupe. For much of his childhood, the boy was called Richard Geyer rather than Richard Wagner. Uncertain of his identity, brought up by a ‘stepfather’ who was a rival for his mother’s attention; no wonder, the theory goes, that Wagner spent his life seeking the love he lacked in childhood, and that redemption thanks to self-sacrificing women is such a big theme in his operas.


There may be something in that. But it is not clear that Wagner really was starved of affection by his mother, busy woman with a big family (Richard was her ninth child) though she was. And throughout his life he referred to his ‘rival’ Geyer with respect and gratitude, not sentiments he often mustered for anyone else. Perhaps being ‘flighty’ simply ran in the family. Johanna had been a mistress of a local prince in earlier years and Carl Friedrich dilly-dallied with local actresses, often returning home after supper-time with the less than original excuse that he had been kept late at the office. As for the handsome, articulate, multi-talented Geyer, he could and did charm the ladies with a snap of his elegant fingers.


Besides, for all his roving eye and hands Wagner did stay true to Minna in his own erratic fashion, and she evidently stayed true to him, that one affair in the first year of marriage apart. Every one of their ‘kiss and make-up’ bids over the decades ended in hellish scenes but they never divorced. He continued to support her financially and when his foes claimed otherwise shortly before her death in Dresden in 1866, she issued a furious public rebuttal. From the first, he played along with the fiction that Natalie was Minna’s sister, not her illegitimate daughter, and he continued to support her even after Minna died. Natalie seems to have learned the truth about her birth only late in life. In any case she rarely had anything bad to say of ‘kind Richard’. To her he was a generous protector, hard used by the world and at the mercy of his volatile temperament. In a way so he was, just as he was also a lying, spiteful philanderer. One moment he would drown anyone who dared to contradict him under torrents of words so emotional that they emerged as gulps and barks; the next he would act like a mischievous schoolboy who thinks the girls are watching, sliding about the floor and shinning up drainpipes. And always he adored the sensuous; the sweetest of perfumes, the thickest of rugs, the softest of – just everything.


No wonder that, above and beyond offering insights into Schopenhauer and readings from the Ring, Wagner managed to dazzle the ladies at least as comprehensively as he did his financiers. Sometimes these were one and the same. Julie Ritter, a friend of Jessie Laussot, paid him an annual allowance for eight years. Countess Marie Muchanoff, a rich Polish admirer, gave him ten thousand francs to help him out of the red in Paris. Other grandes dames rewarded him for a piano trifle or a poetry reading with a thousand thalers here, a thousand roubles there. Wagner’s female fans rarely offered him loans rather than gifts, evidently judging the prospects of repayment more realistically than his male creditors did. Julie Schwabe, wealthy widow of a Manchester industrialist, did lend him money and tracked him down relentlessly for years until she got it back. But she was the exception.


Finally, in 1864, Wagner’s luck seemed to run out. After he had spent most of his earnings from a Russian tour on lavish presents, and on having the walls of his latest ‘nest’ near Vienna lined in silk, his creditors got close to him at last, wings flapping, beaks snapping. He fled to a dismal hole in Stuttgart and, not for the first time, considered  suicide. If Wagner had been the unhappiest of heroes in the corniest of pantomimes, this would have been the moment for a fairy godmother to waft onstage, wand fluttering, and grant his every wish. Such a miracle does not happen in real life, of course, except that in this case it preposterously did. Wagner was summoned to Munich in May by King Ludwig II, who had just ascended to the Bavarian throne at the age of eighteen and who had swooned over Lohengrin, above all, for years. Wagner’s debts were wiped out in a trice and he was urged to get on with composing – money, apparently, no object.


Hard on the heels of the miracle, Cosima von Bülow-Liszt descended on Haus Pellet, a splendid villa by Lake Starnberg, south of Munich, which the king had put at Wagner’s disposal. Only cynics, surely, would see any unworthy connection between Cosima’s sudden appearance and her host’s dramatically improved circumstances, but it is clear that her arrival took Wagner aback. He had, indeed, invited his friend and colleague von Bülow to visit and bring his wife with him, but he had also written shortly before to Mathilde Maier begging her to come and be his ‘housekeeper’. When Cosima turned up on 29 June, a week ahead of her husband, Wagner had to write hastily to Mathilde (who had wisely treated the ‘housekeeper’ scheme coolly in any case) telling her not to come after all. It is virtually certain that during that week before von Bülow himself arrived, Richard and Cosima’s first child was conceived – a daughter appropriately named Isolde. When Liszt had talked about the future of his choosy but impecunious daughters, Cosima and Blandine, he had been inclined to shake his head sadly and complain that each sought a husband who combined the genius of Beethoven or Raphael with the wealth of a nabob. In 1864 Cosima seemed on the right track: she was netting Wagner and he was backed by the resources of a king. 
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Ugly Duckling and Swan King
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‘All our peace in this miserable life is found in humbly enduring suffering rather than in being free from it,’ wrote the German mystic Thomas à Kempis in his De Imitatio Christi (Imitation of Christ). It was Cosima’s favourite passage in a book she first read as a girl, continued to read as an adult and urged her children to read. It goes on: ‘He who knows best how to suffer will enjoy the greater peace, because he is the conqueror of himself, the master of the world, a friend of Christ and an heir of heaven.’1


Cosima learned very well how to suffer long before her life with Wagner began, though he gave her exceptional scope for further practice. Born on 24 December 1837 in a lakeside hotel in Como, Italy (not on Christmas Day in the more exclusive resort of Bellagio, as some starry-eyed biographers maintain), she was the second of three illegitimate children spun off, as it were, from the tumultuous liaison between the countess Marie d’Agoult and Franz Liszt. Her elder, prettier sister, Blandine-Rachel, died aged twenty-six, soon after giving birth to a son. Her younger brother Daniel, blessed with Liszt’s sea-green eyes and much of his irresistible charm, died at twenty of a lung ailment. Cosima, an ‘ugly duckling’ with a nose too long and a mouth too wide, dearly loved both of them – probably more than she loved anyone. ‘I am always seeking in my heart for these two beings who were so young, so rare, so truly sacred, so utterly my own,’ she wrote to a friend after Blandine’s death. ‘I feel nothing but emptiness.’2


The empty feeling had, in fact, begun long before. She lost her brother and sister as a young woman, but as a child, she hardly knew her exotic, volatile parents. Liszt and the countess had begun their affair in 1833 and eloped two years later – Parisian society was  shocked (or at least affected to be) but romantics everywhere were exhilarated. It was not every day that a French aristocrat’s wife, moreover one blessed with beauty and literary talent, deserted her husband and child to run off with a travelling pianist – albeit a bewitchingly good one – from some obscure spot in Hungary. But the ties between the two were already starting to loosen when Cosima was born. Her father pursued his international concert career, and other women, with still greater intensity, and her equally restless mother went back to Paris. There she worked as a political journalist and later wrote books, including a ‘kiss and tell’ novel based on life with Liszt and a three-volume history of the 1848 French revolution, whose liberal aims she applauded. The couple continued to see one another sporadically, but finally split amid angry scenes caused not least by Liszt’s fleeting involvement with the Irish-born dancer known as Lola Montez – affair the countess found simply degrading.


The children, meanwhile, were shuttled between nurses, boarding schools and long stays with Liszt’s mother Anna in Paris. Liszt, who paid the bills, forbade them to see their own mother, and when the two daughters broke the ban in 1850 he decided to put them under firmer control. In this course he was egged on by his latest mistress, Princess Carolyne Sayn-Wittgenstein, whom he had met in Kiev three years before while on a concert tour and who had since settled down with him in Weimar. With her dumpy figure, blackish teeth and liking for foul-smelling cigars, this Polish-born wife of a hugely rich Russian was easily the least glamorous of all Liszt’s known conquests. But she had quick intelligence and a sharp tongue of which even Wagner, who got to know her through Liszt, learned to beware. Irritated by her embarrassingly detailed questions about the exact meaning of the Ring, Wagner once told her that four weeks in her company would be the death of him. She laughed in his face.


It was Carolyne who persuaded Liszt to give up touring, settle in Weimar where he had been a (largely absentee) Kapellmeister since 1842, and devote far more time to composition. How right she was. Liszt began to produce work of the kind Marie d’Agoult had always tried but usually failed to extract from him, and thanks to his influence Weimar became a key centre for new music, rather like Darmstadt after the Second World War, but less doctrinaire. Not that Carolyne herself was a liberal – on the contrary. Fiercely Catholic and a foe of revolution, she disapproved of Marie for her republican sympathies  and was naturally jealous of her as Liszt’s former mistress and the mother of his children. Just as naturally, the daughters hated Carolyne from afar, all the more so since she sent her fearsome ex-governess, Madame Patersi de Fossombroni, from St Petersburg to Paris in 1850 to take them in hand for five interminable years. A fanatic for discipline and correct deportment, who is said to have crossed most of Europe in a railway carriage at the age of seventy-two without once leaning back in her seat, Madame Patersi and her similarly aged sister sought to create young ladies of whom Carolyne, Liszt and suitable suitors (in that order) would approve. That meant instilling into both girls reverence for the Catholic Church and, equally important, for that aristocratic, imperial France – given a new lease of life from 1852 under Napoleon III – that their mother had come to despise. It also meant ensuring that both of them learned just enough about most things, barring science, to be able to keep up an appropriate patter in the social circles into which they were carefully propelled. Their mail was vetted by Madame Patersi and they had next to no friends their own age. Once in a while Blandine threw a scene to protest against this treatment. Cosima never did. She was too proud to show her elders what she really felt, and learned to dissemble skilfully in her letters, an art that stood her in good stead later. Besides – didn’t her beloved Thomas à Kempis advise that by conquering oneself, one mastered the world?


Such was the domestic scene at the neat but claustrophobic apartment in the rue Casimir Périer, literally in the shadow of the church of St Eustache, when Liszt turned up on 10 October 1853 to visit the children he had last seen eight years before. He was accompanied by two composers whose work he was trying hard to promote: Hector Berlioz, who seems to have stayed quiet for much of the time, and Richard Wagner, who as usual did not. After supper Wagner treated the others to a reading of the last act of Götterdämmerung (then called Siegfrieds Tod – ‘Siegfried’s Death’), drawing tears of ecstasy from Cosima even though she could hardly follow the German words. Wagner hardly noticed her, simply reporting that both Liszt’s daughters seemed very shy. Marie Hohenlohe, the attractive teenaged daughter of Carolyne who had already caught Wagner’s fancy, was more observant. Years later in her memoirs Marie recalled ‘poor Cosima’s’ adolescent awkwardness – how tall and angular she had seemed and how the tears had run down her nose that evening. But that was not all. ‘Dark passion and boundless vanity pulsated through her veins,’ Marie recorded, ‘and now and then the Parisienne’s inborn mockery played wantonly on her thin lips.’3 Perhaps part of that picture was embellished with hindsight. But suppressed passion, vanity and mockery were always important parts of Cosima’s make-up, and of her icy attraction.


After nearly four years the paths of Cosima and Wagner crossed again, but the second meeting proved hardly more propitious than the first. Cosima, now aged nineteen, had just married Hans von Bülow, an ex-pupil of her father and eight years her elder, and he could think of no better way to spend a memorable honeymoon than in the company of Wagner, whom he venerated as much as he did Liszt. So the newly-weds travelled in September 1857 to Zurich to find the lovesick composer trapped between his anguished wife Minna and the adored but already ‘taken’ Mathilde Wesendonck. Cosima thought little of either woman, and hardly any more of Wagner, however affecting his music. The uncouth ways and Saxon accent of the ageing ex-revolutionary outraged her Patersi-induced sense of etiquette, and she reacted with a coldness still manifest when the von Bülows visited Zurich again a year later. Indeed, so upset was Hans by his wife’s standoffish attitude during this trip that he wrote to Wagner afterwards to make excuses for her. The honoured Master should get to know Cosima better, von Bülow advised, and then he would realise how lovable she really was.


If anyone urgently needed to know Cosima better it was von Bülow himself. He must have been surprised, and no doubt gratified, when Cosima abandoned her reserve for a few brief moments at the end of the stay, threw herself weeping at Wagner’s feet and kissed his hands. Wagner himself seems to have been nonplussed (he omitted details of the scene from Mein Leben) but then he had much else on his mind at the time. The atmosphere in and around the Wagner household during that summer of 1858 was even more doom-laden than usual. Minna made one jealous scene after another. Mathilde saw Wagner often but stayed tied to her husband. Wagner had the passion and desolation of Tristan und Isolde welling up in him and felt cornered. He was about to make another bolt for ‘freedom’ and everyone knew it, including Cosima. But even that did not seem fully to explain her uncharacteristic outburst.


By this time Wagner had certainly noticed how intensely Cosima  responded to his work. After her first Zurich visit he had even sent her a letter, to which she seems not to have replied, apologising with awkward humour for his bad manners. But that gesture was probably meant to ensure that he did not indirectly estrange von Bülow, a fine musician and willing tool whom Wagner (rightly) felt could prove useful to him. Cosima simply does not seem to have struck him as particularly desirable: too prim and proper, too uptight. However much he adored having women at his feet, he seems to have been frankly surprised and a mite embarrassed to find Cosima there.


Wagner’s eyes were unexpectedly opened soon afterwards when he fled from Zurich to Venice accompanied only by his disciple Karl Ritter, son of his benefactress Julie Ritter. The young man had an extraordinary tale to tell – one, moreover, that seems to have percolated through to von Bülow only twelve years later. Ritter claimed that during a recent trip, he and Cosima had poured out their hearts to one another and she had asked him to help her drown in Lake Geneva. She only dropped the idea when Ritter said he would kill himself too. The story naturally enthralled Wagner, hard at work on  Tristan and yearning hopelessly for Mathilde. Even so, when he recorded it in his Venice diary he still seemed to be keeping his emotional distance from Cosima, simply expressing surprise at her conduct and intense curiosity about her further development’. Did the incident in fact take place as Ritter claimed and/or as Wagner recorded it? It hardly seems to fit the picture of the haughty stoic who would sooner die than lose her self-possession. Or does it? Perhaps it was precisely because her feelings were so firmly suppressed for most of the time that their rare eruptions proved so fierce. Anyway, in a letter to a confidante in 1864 (only published in full more than a century later), Wagner not only referred to this abortive suicide attempt but claimed there were more. Cosima, he wrote, had later made repeated, and conscious, attempts to contract various fatal illnesses.4 And he had no doubt about the cause of her desperation. It was her marriage to von Bülow.


Wagner might fairly have pinned some of the blame on Cosima’s largely loveless childhood too, but it is true that her husband was about the last man likely to help her find emotional fulfilment. Born in 1830 into a noble but impoverished family and rocked in his youth by his parents’ divorce, von Bülow concealed a deep-seated emotional insecurity behind irascibility and sarcasm. Already in a letter to Liszt in 1856 asking for Cosima’s hand, he seems to have had more than an  inkling that he was embarking on a doomed enterprise. ‘I swear to you’, he wrote, ‘that however much I feel bound to her by my love, I should never hesitate to sacrifice myself to her happiness and release her, were she to realise that she had made a mistake in regard to me.’5 Cosima soon realised it all too well but – as usual – she gave few outward signs. Fearful that Hans would react cuttingly on learning she was pregnant with their first child, she could only pluck up enough courage to whisper the news in his ear when he was asleep. The child, Daniela Senta – known as Lulu – was born in 1860. Three years later a second daughter arrived, Blandine Elisabeth. According to Cosima, Hans greeted the birth with sullen silence.


So why did they marry? In von Bülow’s case the answer seems clear. In taking the daughter he felt he was nearing the father, his mentor. ‘For me Cosima Liszt transcends all other women,’ he confided to his future father-in-law, ‘not only because she bears your name, but also because she so resembles you, because she is in so many ways the exact mirror of your personality.’6 Cosima’s motives were less straightforward. She was surely tired of being shunted around, and marriage offered a way out. The most recent indignity was that Princess Carolyne, concluding in 1855 that Cosima and Blandine were still too close to their mother in Paris, had seen to it that the girls were whisked off willy-nilly to Berlin, to live with Franziska von Bülow and her son Hans, who would give them piano lessons. Barely six weeks after her arrival, Cosima waited up late for Hans after a concert at which he had been hissed. She showed every sympathy and Hans, unused to such treatment from anyone, let alone from a Liszt daughter, was deeply grateful. They became secretly engaged.


Marriage was more than a bolt-hole for Cosima, all the same. In his twenties, Hans was already a remarkable musician and Cosima aimed to make him a great one. As a pianist of uncommon stamina and virtuosity, he had no rival in Berlin and few in Europe. All that stood in the way of still greater success was his insistence on spicing his programmes with modern works his audiences found indigestible. He had, for instance, given the first public performance of Liszt’s B minor sonata, a work that in its tonal ambiguity and structural daring was as innovative as anything by Wagner – and much more concise. As a conductor he was only gradually making his mark but he promised to become truly outstanding, as Liszt and especially Wagner well realised. But all that was not enough for Cosima, just as Liszt’s keyboard  wizardry alone had not been enough either for Marie d’Agoult or Carolyne. She, like them, wanted to be the muse to a creative genius, and Hans yearned to fill the bill. He mulled over composing an opera based on the Merlin legend, and Cosima helped ensure he got a libretto. Then he was commissioned to produce the piano reduction of an entirely different opera, and as he pored over the astounding manuscript he felt all his own creativity draining away. The work was Tristan und Isolde.


So it was that Wagner unintentionally began to destroy von Bülow’s urge to compose – some years before he seduced his wife, or was seduced by her. It is hard to say whether ‘poor Hans’ would have produced anything to win a firm place in the repertory even without Wagner’s despotic influence. The few piano and orchestral pieces he did complete do not suggest that he would. In any case the blow delivered by Tristan in 1859 was followed by a still more crippling one in the summer of 1862. While visiting Wagner at Biebrich on the Rhine with Cosima, von Bülow perused the as yet unfinished score of Die Meistersinger and lost heart altogether. Compared with that masterpiece, he reflected, his own work was ‘Lappaliendreck’ – trifling filth. For a while he felt suicidal – just like his wife, for whom 1862 was another dreadful year. Her sick and wasted brother Daniel had expired in Berlin in her arms three years earlier, and now her sister Blandine, weakened by a difficult birth, succumbed in France. By September, when Blandine died, Cosima was pregnant with her second child, but the knowledge brought her no joy. Quite the opposite – she knew what Hans would think about it.


Amid the misery, there were nonetheless signs that Wagner and Cosima were becoming closer. At the end of a meeting with friends and family in 1861 she gave him a ‘timid, quizzical glance’ that stuck in his mind. A year later he remarkably offered to transport her across a square in a wheelbarrow – she, the strait-laced Cosima von Bülow. Even more remarkably she accepted, at which Wagner lost his nerve. Wagner relates both incidents in Mein Leben, perhaps giving them a significance they hardly had when they happened. But it is a fact that over the next year or so Wagner and Cosima saw one another four times, and that the last occasion was special; so special, in fact, that the key details of it were deleted for decades from all editions of Mein Leben available to the public. According to the full version, the two of them took a carriage ride in Berlin on 28 November 1863, while von  Bülow was rehearsing a concert, and ‘in an urgent desire for truth between us [we] felt constrained to acknowledge our mutual unhappiness for which there was no need of words. With tears and sobs we sealed our vow to live for each other alone.’7


Wagner did not by any means live for Cosima alone in the ensuing seven months, and seemingly did not intend to. At first he continued to enjoy female company in his silk-lined home near Vienna; later, after his flight and rescue by King Ludwig, he issued that invitation to Mathilde Maier, hastily revoked on Cosima’s arrival, to join him at his villa by Lake Starnberg. These facts used to lead some Wagnerians to conclude that the vow of eternal fidelity said to have been pledged in Berlin must in fact have been made later. But in an entry of her (long unpublished) diary dated 28 November 1869 Cosima, now separated from von Bülow for good and living with Wagner at Tribschen, makes the truth clear. ‘Six years ago today R. came through Berlin, and then it happened that we fell in love; at that time I thought I should never see him again, we wanted to die together. – R remembers it, and we drink to this day.’8




*





So much happened to Wagner in Munich between his triumphant arrival and summary ejection that it almost comes as a shock to realise that he actually lived there for only nineteen months, though he made occasional visits later. That period from May 1864 to December 1865 includes the five months he spent at his villa by Lake Starnberg, often visiting King Ludwig at nearby Schloss Berg, before moving into the Bavarian capital itself. At first most things seemed to go nicely his way. Thanks to his urgent recommendation, Hans von Bülow was offered a job by the king and came to live with Cosima and the children in fashionable Luitpold Strasse in the town centre. Wagner held court in nearby Brienner Strasse in a rent-free residence equipped with all the things he loved, like silk and satin hangings and peacocks strutting in the garden. After supervising the daily chores at home, Cosima was easily able to slip round the corner and look after the Master’s needs, secretarial and otherwise. Wearing the latest gowns from Paris and exuding an air of ‘big city’ superiority, she soon began to glide from one society salon to another, extolling the greatness of Wagner’s work to those still sadly unconverted. In due course she also started on a long exchange of letters with the king, finding just the right blend of ecstasy and idolatry  with which to make palatable her demands in what she took to be Wagner’s interest.


Not that Cosima was the sole reason why Wagner wanted the von Bülows in Munich. ‘Were I to die today Hans Bülow would be the only man to whom I could entrust my works,’ he wrote to the king, one occasion on which he was surely telling Ludwig what he truly believed. ‘Bülow has all the attributes of a very great artist, and in addition abilities of a kind I myself do not possess. He lacks only one thing: imaginative productivity.’9 Hans was at first employed only as ‘Vorspieler [performer] des Königs’, a suitably vague title for a task that mainly involved drawing the king, with the help of piano examples, into the deeper mysteries of Wagner’s music. But it was not long before he was moved up several rungs to the post of ‘court conductor for special services’, just as Wagner had intended. Hence it was von Bülow who conducted the world premieres in Munich of both Tristan in 1865 and Die Meistersinger in 1868. These were probably the finest performances of any Wagner work given in the composer’s lifetime, the Bayreuth Ring of 1876 and Parsifal of 1882 not excluded. Munich had the cash and technical resources, and in von Bülow, who never worked in Bayreuth, it had the outstanding Wagner conductor of the time.


Did Hans already realise that Cosima and Wagner were having an affair? Even allowing for his long-standing ignorance of his wife’s feelings, it is hard to believe he did not sense something was in the wind. During the summer of 1864, he suffered ailments including temporary paralysis and bad migraines, perhaps signs of a mental and emotional conflict he found it impossible to resolve. At any rate Liszt knew what was going on, because Cosima soon told him. He was not amused, still less so since he happened to be entering a particularly pious phase. Three years before, Princess Carolyne had failed in her long battle to win the Pope’s sanction for a divorce from her Russian husband. She and Liszt had therefore abandoned their plan to marry and now lived apart in Rome, where he was preparing to take the four minor Catholic orders and she was starting to write a survey of church problems that finally ran to twenty-four volumes. Liszt had never felt less in a mood to condone anything that might lead to the break-up of his daughter’s marriage; but on reflection he concluded that the affair was a temporary infatuation, a condition on which he rightly regarded himself something of an expert. He even strongly urged von Bülow to go ahead and take the king’s offer of a Munich job, advice he would  hardly have given had he foreseen the consequences. When he did realise that more than a passing fling was involved he took tougher action to try to save the marriage, extracting Cosima from Wagner’s immediate proximity for weeks at a time. The ruse did not work. Wagner wrote bitter letters to his distant mistress expressing contempt for her father’s ‘sanctimoniousness’, and as soon as Cosima returned to Munich the affair was resumed, if anything more passionately. Probably Liszt would have had no better success if he had tried to put his foot down earlier. For Cosima, her father was not the most credible source of counsel on the inviolability of holy matrimony.


Most of that suited Wagner very well, but trouble was brewing and his relationship with the king was at the heart of it. In part this was due to jealousy at court and worry in the government because Ludwig seemed so much in thrall to a mere composer, and a non-Bavarian at that. But there were other reasons too, less obvious nowadays because the real Ludwig has tended to recede behind popular legend. Variously called the ‘mad king,’ the ‘swan king’ and the ‘dream king’ – though not (so far) the ‘gay king’, despite his homosexuality – Ludwig is widely thought to have been a political simpleton who nearly bankrupted Bavaria with his profligate backing of Wagner and his passion for building fairy-tale castles. Add in his doomed engagement to his cousin, the lovely Princess Sophie, and his mysterious death by drowning in Lake Starnberg, and it is easy to see why he has been deemed ideal material for films and a hit musical. Despite the sturdy efforts of scholars to set the record straight, the Ludwig caricature is in danger of replacing historical fact as firmly as Shakespeare’s Richard III has done.


It is surely true, however, that Ludwig was not the ideal leader for the strained political situation into which he was unexpectedly catapulted by the early death of his father Maximilian II. When Prussia, propelled by the far-sighted and ruthless Bismarck, declared war on Austria in 1866, Bavaria backed the latter and was trounced along with it. In 1870, Bavaria reluctantly joined the war against France and saw Prussia emerge from it a year later as the strongest single German state by far, one able to compel the creation of a united nation. It even fell to Bavaria to invite King Wilhelm of Prussia, Ludwig’s uncle, to accept the crown of the newborn German Reich. None of that was glorious. Ludwig hated militarism and quickly became bored by campaigns. But he realised very well early on that Bismarck was picking  off Prussia’s rivals one by one, and tried to stop him by supporting Austria. When that failed he did what he could to preserve Bavaria’s independence in the Prussian-dominated German empire that was becoming inevitable, as he saw all too clearly. In that he was largely successful – admittedly helped by the realism of Bismarck, who found Ludwig intelligent and did not want a permanently humiliated Bavaria on Prussia’s doorstep.


Ideally Ludwig would have liked to let politics simply go hang and to concentrate on ‘art’ in its broadest sense. He shared the fascination of his professorial father for mythology and the passion of his grandfather, Ludwig I, for building. What he did not share was his grandfather’s particular weakness for women. Ludwig I had been forced to abdicate in 1848 after a stormy affair with Lola Montez, that very same adventuress who had helped bring the final split between Liszt and Marie d’Agoult a few years before. Instead of succumbing to a Lola, so the Munich wags had it, Ludwig II had fallen for a ‘Lolus’ – alias Richard Wagner. That was not necessarily meant to suggest that the two were lovers, though the longer the king failed to marry the more tongues wagged. But it certainly implied that Ludwig II, like Ludwig I, was letting a rank outsider have too much money and influence on affairs of state.


Despite appearances, though, Ludwig was by no means in Wagner’s pocket. It is true that the two of them exchanged hundreds of letters couched in embarrassingly purple prose – ‘O my glorious, my heavenly friend’ is a fairly typical introductory flourish – but on ploughing through the full texts it is hard not to feel present at an elaborate charade. Each said what the other wanted to hear, and neither quite meant it. Ludwig was also amazingly naive for a long period about the real relationship between Wagner and Cosima, and by issuing a public letter at their outrageous instigation to ‘defend the honour’ of von Bülow he made himself look stupid. But in other respects he was more hard-headed than is usually claimed.


When Wagner started to talk about politics, Ludwig is said to have looked up to the ceiling and whistled, not just because he was bored but as a signal that his interlocutor was exceeding his brief. Wagner’s demand that a politician he favoured be made prime minister was answered by Ludwig with several pages of flowery nothingness, followed by a sharp rebuff. Likewise Wagner’s effort via an anonymous newspaper article to force the dismissal of ministers he hated ended in  ignominy. The king told his ‘beloved friend’ to leave town. He acted sadly, under great pressure from his cabinet and family, and he had sporadic contact with Wagner for years to come – but act he did. Not least, Ludwig rejected Wagner’s (and Cosima’s) intense antisemitism, holding that he found ‘nothing more objectionable, nothing more distasteful’ than hatred of Jews, because ‘we are all basically brothers’.10 Wagner responded with an agitated letter claiming the king was only able to adopt such an attitude because ‘these people never touch upon his royal sphere’. The truth was, he went on, that the Jewish race was ‘the born enemy of pure humanity and all that is noble in man: it is certain that we Germans especially will be destroyed by them.’11 Ludwig did not bother to reply.


In foreign affairs Wagner vainly advised Ludwig to keep Bavaria independent in the strife between Prussia and Austria. But once Prussia had won and began to look still more like the land of the future, Wagner changed his tune. He reckoned that Bismarck, whom he had initially detested, could be useful to him if Ludwig’s support were to wane. In this he was mistaken. Bismarck had no intention of bending to any demands, especially not those of an interfering musician, that might fray the delicate ties with Bavaria. When the two finally met briefly in Berlin in 1871, Bismarck handled the talk so skilfully that the question of money for the planned but as yet unfinanced Bayreuth festival was not even raised. Wagner’s irritation became greater as the years passed and Bismarck still proved no material use to him. Particularly galling was that Bismarck turned out to be no more antisemitic than Ludwig; indeed Gerson Bleichröder, a Jew, was his private banker and one of his closest counsellors.


As for Ludwig’s alleged extravagance, his non-recoverable spending on Wagner was hefty but not astronomical and it all came from the civil list (the sums annually made available to the crown by law). Including all payments such as salary, rents and gifts, the total going to Wagner over nearly twenty years amounted to almost 563,000 marks. On top of that, interest-bearing loans of more than 300,000 marks were made at Ludwig’s behest to save the Bayreuth festival. These credits were gradually repaid in full by the Wagner family from royalty income. All in all, the financial needs of the Master cut a biggish swathe through Ludwig’s own funds, and it is easy to see why long-serving government officials and courtiers seethed at the good fortune of what they held to be a busybody interloper. But the sums involved  did not even begin to break the back of the Bavarian exchequer. The more than thirty-one million marks Ludwig spent building his weird and wonderful castles at Herrenchiemsee, Linderhof and Neuschwanstein came closer to doing so; but since that sum has in the meantime been recovered many times over through tourist income, it is arguable that Ludwig in his ‘madness’ really did rather well for Bavaria’s future.


Besides, the king’s support for Wagner was far from selfless, whatever the unctious tone of his ‘I am yours for ever’ letters may seem to suggest. In return for services rendered, or at least promised, he received the copyright to the Ring (which, typically, Wagner had disposed of twice before), as well as a cluster of precious manuscripts including the autograph full scores of Die Feen, Das Liebesverbot and Rienzi along with autograph copies of Das Rheingold and Die Walküre. Unfortunately nearly all these treasures later came into the unsafe hands of Adolf Hitler and seem to have been destroyed along with him in the real-life Götterdämmerung of Berlin in 1945. But it was not simply possession of original manuscripts that interested Ludwig. He longed to be able to sigh and thrill to new works and, above all, he urgently wanted Wagner to complete the Ring. He arguably wanted that more than Wagner himself did.


Ludwig raised the question of ending the Ring at that very first meeting in 1864, when Wagner had arrived post-haste in Munich from his Stuttgart hideaway, dazed by the somersault in his fortunes. The king later repeatedly referred to ‘our Nibelungs’ and wrote that ‘we want to make of this wonderful work a gift to the German nation and show both it and other nations what “German Art” is really capable of’.12 In other words, Ludwig was far from unambitious although he despised the glory of the battlefield and the might of the new Reich. He aimed to become the undisputed King of German Art and Wagner was going to help him do it, firstly by finishing his ‘greatest’ work. In principle Wagner had similar ambitions, although in his revolutionary phase he had hardly reckoned that a king would make it possible for him to realise them. He too wanted to reveal what German Art could do and he had long viewed a completed Ring as the main showpiece. But he had dropped the project in mid-spate seven years before and in the meantime his style and view of life had changed, as Tristan well shows. Might it not have been better had he quietly let the thing slip altogether and moved on to other work –  unbound by a concept in which he no longer fully believed?


For many, perhaps most, Wagnerians the question is at best absurd, at worst heretical. What, no completed Siegfried, no Götterdämmerung – and perhaps no Bayreuth either, since the festival theatre there was built in the first place for the Ring? Unthinkable! On the other hand Rheingold and Die Walküre fit rather well together – the latter largely complementing with a heart-rendingly human tale the forbidding saga of the former with its gods, giants and dwarfs. Ending the ‘cycle’ with Wotan’s farewell to his sleeping daughter Brünnhilde on her fire-encircled rock would have left questions unanswered, but what fun Wagnerians would have had arguing ever since over what probably happened next. Besides, it would have avoided the muddled ending of Götterdämmerung and the stylistic break that Wagner could not wholly conceal, despite his immense ingenuity, when he resumed composing Siegfried. It would also, admittedly, have deprived audiences of the most unintentionally hilarious scene in all opera: the one in which Siegfried pulls off the breastplate of the sleeping Brünnhilde (his aunt, according to the Ring’s tangled genealogy) and cries ‘Das ist kein Mann’ (That is no man).


Speculation aside, it is plain that even with the backing and prodding of Ludwig from mid-1864, Wagner was not burning to get the Ring on the road again. ‘I keep hesitating as to what I should start on first,’ he wrote to a friend in September. ‘In the end I expect I shall put everything aside and complete the Nibelungs: if I tell the King this I shall be even better off.’13 He did tell the king exactly that a fortnight later, combining the glad news with a request for ‘suitable accommodation’ and more funds – which he promptly received. Wagner then took up again those parts of Siegfried on which he had already worked years before, making a fair copy of Act I and scoring Act II. But he did not actually get down to composing new material – Act III – until 1869, when he had long since left Munich and had settled in with Cosima for that ‘Tribschen Idyll’ described in the first chapter.


There were initially several good reasons for Wagner to delay. They included the accident-prone preparations for the premiere of Tristan on 10 June 1865 and the birth of his daughter Isolde on 10 April – the date of Tristan’s first orchestral rehearsal, conducted by the child’s putative father, von Bülow. But hitherto Wagner had never allowed anything or anyone to distract him when he was in the throes of creation. Nor was he keen, as one might have expected, on Ludwig’s scheme, foreshadowing Bayreuth, to build a festival theatre in Munich as a worthy home for the completed Ring. ‘How I hate this planned theatre,’ he wrote in September 1865, ‘indeed how childish the King seems for insisting on this project so passionately.’14 Wagner had indeed long felt a special theatre to be essential to the planned tetralogy but he wanted a simple one, probably of wood, not the imposing pile Ludwig had in mind. Irritatingly he now found himself being widely accused, wrongly for once, of making extravagant demands for which the king alone was responsible. Still worse, he felt he was being put under unwelcome pressure. What if the theatre were finished before the Ring itself was?


He need not have worried. The project flopped, though it proved a headache for years to Gottfried Semper, one of Wagner’s old revolutionary friends from his Dresden days who was drafted in as designer. Another Munich scheme, for a new school whose prime aim was to teach the art of singing German music properly, was much closer to Wagner’s heart, but it too came to nothing. Well after the Ludwig era Munich did in fact get round to building a theatre meant mainly for performing Wagner – despite fierce opposition from Cosima, who by that time (the turn of the century) had long since been running the Bayreuth festival and abhorred competition. Her concern was far from groundless. With its shell-shaped auditorium and steeply rising rows of seats allowing an unimpeded view of the stage, the Munich house (the Prinzregententheater that exists to this day) was plainly a clone of the Bayreuth one and might just have emerged as a real rival to it. In fact it never did so. Bayreuth’s status for perfect Wagnerites as a place of pilgrimage, largely free of big city distractions, turned out to be unbeatable.


Ludwig got his Ring bit by bit almost despite Wagner. Tired of waiting until all four parts were available for performance together, as the composer intended, he insisted in 1869 that the world premiere of Rheingold be given at the Munich Court Theatre. Wagner collaborated with intense reluctance, drafting in the devoted young Hans Richter to conduct, replacing von Bülow, who had left town close to a nervous breakdown. When rehearsals went badly Wagner, pulling the strings from Tribschen, tried to stop the whole thing unless all his demands were met to the letter. He hastened to Munich but Ludwig refused to see him. ‘The behaviour of Wagner and the theatre rabble is absolutely criminal and impudent,’ wrote the king. ‘It is an open revolt against  my orders and this I will not stand.’15 Rheingold was finally premiered on 22 September under Franz Wüllner, a local conductor, but without Wagner present. Wüllner also premiered Walküre in Munich nine months later, on 29 June 1870. Again Wagner stayed away, thus missing a performance hailed as a triumph by the public and much of the press. When Ludwig demanded a year later that Siegfried be staged too, Wagner told him the score was not yet complete – although in fact it was.


Ironically, when the premiere of the whole Ring cycle was finally given in August 1876 under Wagner’s aegis in his ‘own’ Bayreuth festival theatre and with Richter conducting, it was Ludwig who was absent. He came to the general rehearsals and returned for the third and final performance of the cycle at the end of the month. But he was determined to avoid ‘first night’ fuss and in particular the company of Kaiser Wilhelm, who had done nothing to help bring the work to the stage but had agreed to drop by from Berlin for the premiere. Ludwig regarded the Ring as his creation as much as Wagner’s. He believed in it, bought it and pushed it. He injected extra funds after Wagner had repeatedly lied to him and had decided, without adequate finance, to set up his theatre in provincial Bayreuth, not in Munich as Ludwig had offered. The king could well understand Wagner’s point that the music dramas would make their full impact only before an audience not distracted by big city temptations, but he found the choice of Bayreuth hard to accept all the same. The town was in the far north of Bavaria, on the road to Berlin – a point that had certainly not escaped Wagner when, with an eye on possible Prussian largesse, he had chosen it in 1871 as his future headquarters. Indeed, it was the Margravine Wilhelmine, the favourite sister of Frederick the Great of Prussia, who had really put Bayreuth on the artistic map in the eighteenth century with, among other things, an opera house that was acoustically unsurpassed (though too small for Wagner’s needs). Despite these irritating Prussian connections, Ludwig even put up the cash that enabled Wagner to build Wahnfried, his unlovely but roomy Bayreuth villa by the Hofgarten in the centre of town. Whatever else the king may have been (the diagnosis of ‘madness’ was made by doctors who never examined him), he was certainly not petty. In Wagner he backed a winner, however volatile and disreputable – and whatever the flaws of those first Bayreuth Rings.


In several ways, the 1876 festival was a compromise. That was certainly true of the performances, despite all that Wagner could do. Having composed the music, written the texts, helped design the theatre and raise the funds, he would surely have liked to play all the instruments, take every role and coordinate his manifold selves from the conductor’s perch. He came quite close to doing just that during rehearsals. Now aged sixty-three, he leapt about the stage like a mountain goat, as one eyewitness put it, teaching giants how to lumber, Rhinemaidens how to swim and lovers how to embrace. When Sieglinde failed to clasp Siegmund to her bosom with adequate ardour, Wagner thrust her to one side and hurled himself with passion on the startled tenor, almost knocking him down. When the mist machine began to leak vapour into the sunken orchestra pit, Wagner had the hole plugged. But once the cycle began even Wagner could not exercise total control. In Rheingold a premature scene change revealed embarrassed workmen standing around in shirtsleeves. In Siegfried the mechanical dragon Fafner aroused more titters than terror. Made in Wandsworth in south London, it lacked a vital part of its anatomy, which had apparently been despatched by mistake to Beirut. The Ring’s ring itself went missing several times, bringing unscheduled treasure hunts in the wings. As for maestro Richter, Wagner complained, no doubt a trifle unfairly, that he had not been sure of a single tempo.


The 1876 public represented, if anything, a still bigger compromise. Wagner had originally aimed to attract post-revolutionary, non-paying pilgrims who would flock to the theatre to confront the underlying realities of life and death. But there had been no successful revolution and, since the festival project hovered on the brink of bankruptcy, most of those who attended had to pay for their seats. They could well afford it. Many of the audience were rich bourgeois, titillated by Wagner’s scandalous reputation and looking for a novel ‘event’ to help bridge the summer doldrums. Droves of German aristocrats were initially there too, drawn mainly by the knowledge that their peers – and above all Kaiser Wilhelm – planned to be present. Their attendance did not signal a taste for marathon music drama, any more than did that of the prominent Nazis who some six decades later glumly accompanied their fanatically Wagnerian Führer on his Bayreuth trips. The Kaiser, in fact, stuck it out only for Rheingold and Walküre, then left for military manoeuvres. The ranks of the assembled grandees promptly thinned.


Naturally some visitors really did come for Art’s sake. Fellow composers  who sweated their way up to the suburban ‘temple on the Green Hill’ included Liszt (of course) as well as Anton Bruckner, Edvard Grieg, Camille Saint-Saëns and Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky – the latter sighing even more than most over cramped lodgings and the daily battle for food in Bayreuth’s gravely overstretched restaurants. There were painters, poets and, less to the Master’s taste, around sixty reviewers – among them the redoubtable Eduard Hanslick from Vienna, whose critical but perceptive pieces are well worth rereading and belie his notoriety as an incorrigible Wagner-basher. Although this was not a point he would have cared to stress to Cosima, Wagner must also have been tickled by the presence of lady friends including Mathilde Wesendonck, Mathilde Maier, Jessie Laussot (now in love with a historian in Florence whom she later married) and – above all – Judith Gautier. But all in all the assembled throng was hardly a cross-section of that ‘German nation being reborn through art’ about which Wagner had enthused to Bismarck in an unanswered letter a year before.


One of those most shocked by the festival was Friedrich Nietzsche, that former devotee from the ‘Tribschen Idyll’ days who attended some rehearsals and the first Rheingold but gave away the tickets he had for other performances. He also avoided most of the receptions – ‘papal audiences’, he called them – that Wagner hosted almost daily at Wahnfried. Nietzsche was already suffering from those agonising headaches, possibly caused by syphilis, that presaged the onset of his madness more than a decade later, but his conduct in, and abrupt departure from Bayreuth cannot only be put down to disgust at what he saw and heard there. Even before his arrival Nietzsche had begun to have grave doubts about his former mentor, as his notebooks in particular show. Wasn’t Wagner’s art so much rhetoric, the work of an undeniably brilliant but tyrannical dilettante? Wasn’t he becoming a banner-waver for just that kind of society he had aimed to overthrow? Where was that cosmopolitanism once meant to be at the core of the enterprise? After all Wagner had once claimed, and Nietzsche had endorsed, that whilst Greek art had ‘expressed the spirit of a fair and noble nation, the artwork of the future must embrace the spirit of free people unshackled from all national boundaries’.16 The festival, with its superficial German pomp and circumstance, did not mark the final break between the two men, but it was a key stage on the way to it. ‘What had happened?’ Nietzsche later wrote, using italics for emphasis. ‘Wagner had been translated into German! The Wagnerian had become master of Wagner! – German art! The German Master! German beer!’17


However just Nietzsche’s critique of Wagner and Bayreuth may be in other respects, this particular charge misses the point. Five years after the surge of patriotism that accompanied victory over the French and the founding of the empire, Germany had by no means embraced Wagner despite all Wagner’s admittedly intense efforts at courtship. Of course he had many German friends and disciples, among them real nationalist tub-thumpers; but Bismarck had shunned him and the Kaiser had largely ignored him. Nor did a patrons’ scheme launched in 1871 to bring in funds for the great Bayreuth enterprise have anything like the success hoped for. Only about a third of the offered certificates, entitling their holders to festival seats, were actually sold. Hard cash stayed just as scarce after the premieres as before them, despite the well-heeled public, the endless receptions and the pats on the back. ‘What was my reward for it all?’ Wagner snapped later. ‘Baa baa! I thought they would simply make up the deficit for me – oh yes, they came along, the women with their trains, the men with their moustaches, enjoyed themselves, and, since emperors and kings were also there, people ask: My God, what more does Wagner want?’18


The answer was simple. Wagner wanted to die, or so he told Cosima soon after the last visitors had gone home. He had had his grave dug in the garden behind Wahnfried a few years before and had clambered into it once or twice while the workmen were still shovelling. Now he felt like staying there. When all the sums were totted up, the festival turned out to be 148,000 marks in the red. Eight fund-raising concerts given in 1877 by Wagner and Richter in London’s Royal Albert Hall netted just seven hundred pounds, less than a tenth of the sum essential to keep the Bayreuth show going. An anguished appeal to the patrons brought in exactly a hundred marks. Disgusted with Germany, Wagner considered emigrating. He even tried to negotiate a deal via his American dentist, under which the United States would gain his services ‘for all time’ and the right to the first performance of Parsifal, his latest (and last) work, for a price of one million dollars. America oddly failed to snap up the bargain. In 1878 more financial backing from Ludwig finally saved the day. But the theatre stayed closed until 1882 and the Ring was not staged there again until 1896, by which time Wagner had long since been lowered into his tried and trusted Wahnfried grave.




Notes - 3 Ugly Duckling and Swan King
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4. Richard Wagner an Eliza Wille, Funfzehn Briefe, Leipzig, 1908; this letter of 9 September 1864 first published in full in Selected Letters of Richard Wagner, trans. and ed. Stewart Spencer and Barry Millington, London, 1987


5. Letter from von Bülow to Liszt, 20 April 1856, cited in Max Millenkovich-Morold, Cosima Wagner; Ein Lebensbild, Leipzig, 1937, p. 82
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