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JANE EAGLEN: WAGNERIAN SUPERSTAR

The Diva Discusses Her Career and Her Ideas

The following conversation between Ms.
Eaglen and Clifford “Kip” Cranna (Musi
cal Administrator, San Francisco Opera),
took place in San Francisco at a special
meeting of the Wagner Society of North
ern California on Octoher 1, 2002. Ms
Eaglen was in San Francisco to sing the
title role in Tuivndot.

Kip Cramia: I’d like to get your
thoughts about Turandot and whether it is
a role that you plan to dofor awhile.

Jane Eaglen: I did my first Turandot
in 1996 in Seattle, and since then I have
done sixty-seven performances. It’s not a
role I particularly enjoy. The two main
problems are the character and the music.
If you have problems with both of those,
there is nothing left, really. No matter
how hard you try with Turandot, it is very
hard to find anything other than a one
dimensional character. With this director,
I did manage to find one or two little
spots. For example, I have never smiled
when Calaf got the riddles right.

Icc: It was an interesting moment. I
thought it lent a little more dimension.

SE: It is a little thing, but it makes a
huge difference in the way you perceive
her character. It is not that she is an ice
princess at all — it’s all she knows. It’s
almost like the British Royal Family — she
has been brought up to this way of life.
It’s not her nature, but her situation that

puts her in this ice princess character,

Icc: So what other roles are you
thinking about taking on in the coining
years?

JE: I do my first Fidelio in Seattle
next year. I am singing Salome in concert
for the first time next year. There are a
number of possibilities. There is Ariadne,
something I did in England in concert, but
haven’t done on stage, in German. The
Dyer’s wife in Frau Ohne Schatten and
Elektra are other roles Jam thinking about.
I have a problem in that I started with
Wagner when I was very young. I want to
feel there is some kind of progression and
that there is somewhere to go. These are
things I want to sing and work towards.

ICC: Will you keep Norma in your
repertoire?

JE: Yes, absolutely. This is a role I
would like to do again. Lady Macbeth is
something I might do in the future. I have
said I wouldn’t, but I have looked at it
again and I do think it could be sung in
my way. Everything I sing is the way I
sing it and sometimes people want a little
more edgy sound in a role like Lady
Macbeth. I think it is a great role. Forza is
another Italian role that I would be inter
ested in doing.

ICC: How about Abigaille in
Nabucco?

SE: I did one performance in con
cert with Muti in Ravenna a few years

ago. I think early Verdi is not great for the
voice, and one could say the same thing
about early Wagner.

ICC: What about other Wagnerparts?
Ortrud, for example, is that a possibility?

SE: Yes, there is an Ortrud coming
up. I am not at liberty to say where or
when because it is not announced.

ICC: Whom do you work with on ivies
when you are trying them out? Do you
have afavorite coach?

JE: I have worked with one singing
teacher since I was eighteen. I consider it
extremely important to my career to have
had this type of continuity. I do have
coaches that I work with once I get past
the learning the notes stage. I always teach
myself roles as far as the notes are con
cerned. I was a pianist before I ever sang.
I find it the best way to knuckle down and
get on with it.

Kc: You got into Wagner early for a
typical singer’s career Maybe you could
tell us how that happened.

JE: My singing teacher started me
singing bits of Sieglinde when I was eigh
teen. He said this is the repertoire you will
sing, so you might as well start learning it
now. Right from the beginning I was im
mediately drawn to Wagner and formed
an affinity with the music. I did a concert
performance of Isolde’s “Liebestod” when
I was twenty which actually got me a

(Continued on page 3)
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Rarely does an operatic superstar at the peak ofher career discuss at such length and in such detail her thinking as does Jane
Eaglen in this issue, Next, David Qstwald concludes his five-part series on Wagner’s monumental concept of the ‘Total Work
ofArt’ The Limerick (Ireland) Wagner Festival schedule is provided by that Festival’s conductor andfinally, we present an
unusual graph to help in conceptualizing Wagner’s creative life.
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—LETTERS TO

Editor:

THE EDIToR—

Thank you for your interest in the Ring
in Ireland last summer. I thought you
would be interested to know that follow
ing the success of this Ring cycle, a Lim
crick Wagner Festival committee has been
formed, whose intention is to hold a fbsti—
val every third summer in Limerick, with
a Ring every third festival, i.e. every nine
years. The committee is working steadily.
with volunteers entirely at this stage of
the work, including myself. It is intended
that all of the elements that contributed so
much to people’s enjoyment will be re
tained as far as possible, including the
academic conference organised by the
University of Limerick.

I have attached a letter from a member
of the audience who was born in Limer
ick and came from Florida. It was printed
in the local Limerick newspaper. We were
proud and delighted that the Ring cycle in
Birmingham (UK) which followed was
designated musical event of the year for
the city of Birmingham by the Birniing
haiti Post.

—Alexander Anissimov
Conductor

Included in Maestro Anissinzos’ ‘s letter
was the Jhllowing u!fonnation:

Limerick Wagner Festival 2005

Lohengrin
July 30, August 4, 2005

Tristan und Tholcie
August 1 and 6, 2005

Joanna Crooks, General Manager
National Youth Orchestra of Ireland
37 Molesworth Street
Dublin 2, Ireland
phone: 353 1 662 8735
www.limerickwagnerfestival.com

Please see the Winter 2002—03 issue
for a complete description and review of
this unusual performance. Note also that
this was a concert performance. —Ed.

The jbllon’ing letter. /ronz a (IS citizen
horn in Limerick, was sent to us by’ Mae
stio Anissinzoi’ who told us that it had
originally appeared in the Limerick
Leader, the local newspaper

Editor:
When I first learned that Richard

Wagner’s Ring cycle was to be performed
in concert at the University Concert Hall I
was both surprised, and to put it mildly,
sceptical.

Presenting these four operas, even in
concert form, is a monumental task and
having seen full productions with lights,
scenery, action in the big opera houses—
Seattle, New York, Berlin—I wondered
what can Limerick do with Wagner? Not
much, I feared.

Still, an avowed Wagnerite, I simply
had to hear Wagner in my home town.
Thus, with low expectations and some
trepidation I travelled from Miami,
Florida, to Limer ek where I was rewarded
with four evenings of glorious opera, glo
riously performed.

Wagner makes cruel demands on sing
ers, orchestra members and conductors
alike. The Limerick ensemble, on the
whole, did well by the Master; they met
and at times exceeded those demands.

One singer in particular. Helene
Bernardy as Sieglinde, has a voice so ex
quisite and so in command of even the
highest notes that even now, back in Mi-

ami, I find myself wondering: Did I really
hear such a voice? Or was it a dre~un?

And then, of course, there was the or
chestra. Children, some of them as young
as 151 was told. Yet they played some of
the most complex and difficult music ever
written as if born to do so.

No. they did not play with the some
times boring precision of highly trained,
experienced professionals. But no matter
that an occasional note was flubbed, an
occasional entrance missed. This orches
tra played with vitality and sensitivity and
it produced an exciting sound. Oh let me
hear those trombones again!

Which brings me, of course, to the
magician, Maestro Alexander Anissimov,
who made the whole more than the sum
of its parts. How he disciplined 100 plus
young people to even sit still for two and
a half hotirs is beyond me. But then he is a
magician.

(Continued on page 12)

CORRECTION

Linda Watson and Christopher
Fulkerson were students at the same
time at the University of the Pa
cific, htit Dr. Fulkerson was never
Ms. Watson’s teacher. We errone
ously stated on page 12 of the Win
ter 2002—03 issue that he had been
her teacher. We regret the en-or.
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JANE EAGLEN
(Co;,tiuuedf;-o;n ~~age 1)

contract at English National Opera. When
I was twenty-six or seven, Scottish Open
asked me if I would be interested in being
the understudy for Walkure. My teacher
said I was ready to sing the role, so I
accepted. I added Siegfried several years
later and Gotterdämmerung a couple of
years after that. For me, thnt was defi
nitely the best way to do it. I did several
Walkiire ‘s before I did the whole Cycle.

KC: Do you ever say ‘No’ to offers?

JE: Oh, lots. In the early part of my
career, I said no more than ‘yes.’ For
several years all I sang was First Ladies in
the Magic Flute and Bertas in the Barber
of Seville.

KC: So you were hiding your time?

.JE: Yes, I was lucky to be taken
under the wing of English National Opera
so I could get experience. And, frankly, to
wait to get older. They didn’t pay me a
lot, but they paid me enough not to have
to say ‘Yes’ to things that would have
been wrong.

ICC’: You were lucky to have that kind
ofnurturing environment.

JE: Very lucky. I am glad I was able
to learn my trade and make my mistakes
doing Berta rather than BrUnnhilde. You
do have to learn, you have to make your
mistakes.

ICC: What ahout conductors you
worked with? You worked with Donald
Runnicles quite a bit besides here in San
Francisco.

SE: I love working with Donald; it
has a real cohesion to it and a real pro
gression. We have done some concerts
and we have recorded together. We also
did a Ring in Vienna.

KC: Who are your otherfavorite con
ductors to work with?

JE: I love working with Levine. His
Wagner is quite extraordinary. You feel
you are actually making music together
because he is so aware of what you are
doing. If you want to do something slightly
differently, he will be there for you. And

that is what a great conductor is all about.
I also enjoyed working with Riccardo Muti
and have done Wagner with him, which
is very different, very Italianate. I like
that in Wagner. I think it is beautiful mu
sic and should be sung and performed
beautifully. In my opinion, it is totally bel
canto. And Muti wanted to bring that out
in his Ring.

ICC: I remember James Morris say
ing when lie started to learn Wotan, he
wet it to Hans Hotter ivho told him to think
bel canto as lie was learning the role.

JE: Yes, absolutely. I think it is the
only way to sing anything. It’s all about
line, singing legato and phrasing.

ICC’: I think it is interesting to look at
early Wagner. We know lie was quite fas
cutated with bel canto, He wrote numbers
to be inserted into Norma and experi
mented a lot with that style.

JE: I think there are a lot of similari
ties. Wagner wrote ti-ills for BrUnnhilde
in all of the Ring opens. He expected a
certain type of voice and a voice that
could do that.

ICC: Yes, that’s an interesting point.
Wagner probably had been listening to
singers who couldn ‘t do it.

JE: Could be. There are certain tones
which are very much like Bellini. All kinds
of singing are in the Ring and in Wagner’s
writing. It seems to me, it is only a step
from the bel canto style. The orchestra
tion is what is different. You have the
support of a big orchestra under you. In
Bellini, you are very much on top of the
orchestra. But the vocal lines are really
quite similar.

ICC: In Siegfried have you ever run
into situations where you had to hold back
because the tenor was running out ofgas?

JE: Not really. I think a lot of tenors
actually save a bit for that. Also, Sieg
fried doesn’t have as much to sing as
BrUnnhilde does in that section.

KC: Who are some of the directors
you enjoyed working with?

JE: I loved working with Stephen
Wadsworth in the Seattle Ring. He made

a Ring that was beautiful and true to what
the Ring is about. His direction was so
clear that fi-iends of ours who had never
been to an opera said they didn’t read the
titles because it was so clear what was
going on. He dealt with the relationships
which is what the Ring is about.

I also loved working with Francesca
Zambello who did my first Isolde. Ian
Judge is an English director who directed
my first Norma and I gained a lot from
him.

ICC’: What are some of the wildest
prochictions you have been in?

JE: I did a Tosca at English National
Open which was set in 1944 in Italy.
Tosca had lost all her jewels, although
she was supposed to still be the great
diva, but for some reason she didn’t have
anything nice anymore. So I came on in a
raincoat and a head scarf which looked
rather awful. But the worst was that
Scai’pia had a foot fetish. Now if you can
find somewhere in the score that tells you
why he had a foot fetish, I would be happy
to know.

I have nothing against updating a pro
duction if it has something to do with the
music and is justified in the story. There
was a very famous Rigoletto which was
set in Mafia New York. I had never seen
Rigoletto and I couldn’t believe it could
be done any other way. It was so perfect
and everything worked. The situation was
t-ight for the story. What I have problems
with is when directors try to do things that
are just not in the opera, or are put in for
the sensational effect.

ICC: Have there been any notable di
sasters in productions you have been in
volved with?

JE: I think the only perfomrnnce I
have been in that stopped was a produc
tion of Cav/Pag. I was the Santuzza and
we were going to church one night when
the music stopped and the curtain came
down. The conductor’s arm had come out
of its socket. He was lying in the wings
saying, “Go on, shove it back in.”

ICC: Can you tell people how you
chose to make Seattle your homne?

(Continued on puge 4)
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JANE EAGLEN
(Continuedfloin poge 3)

SE: I met my husband there. I loved
Seattle from the first time I went there to
replace Carol Vaness in Norma in 1994. 1
was thrilled to form a good relationship
with Speight Jenkins and the Company.

ICC: Maybe we should take this op
portututy to give folks in the audience a
chance to ask questions.

Question from the audience: To
what extent do you ident~fv emotionally
and psychologically with the cliaractetw
you portray on stage?

JE: I do try to find some parts of the
character that I can relate to. I use that as
the center for the character and then build
other things around it. One of the reasons
I love Brunnhilde so much is that I do feel
quite like her in many ways, particularly
the youthful energy found in the Walkure
Brhnnhilde.

And the fkiscination with her is
her grow into a more mature

SE: Yes, that’s the other thing that is
so great about her. You get such a pro
gression because you have three operas to
do it through. But you need to set that up
in Walkiire. In Walkure she listens to
Siegmund, she listens to Wotan and be
cause of her intelligence and her instinct
she is then able in the third act to argue
back with Wotan because of what she has
learned. Wagner wrote very well for
women.

What Rings do you have planned
for the future?

JE: The Chicago Ring which is com
ing back in 2005. They are doing one
opera at a time up until then. I am doing
one cycle at the Met, and I will be back in
Seattle in 2005.

During the first cycle at the Se
attle Ring, you had the tenor on the side
of the stage. How did that work for you?

SE: I have done performances in that
way before. I thought this time it might be
difficult because the staging was so spe
cific and we had been working on it for

three months. I’m just glad that Alan
Woodrow got the chance to sing because
he worked very hard, and I thought he
was great. The cover’s job is to be at the
rehearsals and to know that if he has to go
on, he can do the staging. Richard Berke
ley-Steele did just that. Ijust forgot about
the fact that the voice was somewhere
else, and I was busy relating to the char
acters in front of me. Because I couldn’t
really hear Alan, it was like I was just
singing on my own which was a bit
strange.

How do you learn a new tile
and how long does it take you?

SE: How long it takes depends on
how much time I have. In an ideal world,
it would be wonderful to have two years.
With my schedule the way it is now, it
doesn’t work that way. I have a month
here and a month there. You need to know
what a sentence means and you need to
know what each individual word means.
The first thing I do is translate a role and
then I sit at the piano and teach myself
roles. I prefer not to listen to recordings
until I actually know a role.

ICC: When you do choose a record
ing, (10 you have any favorite artists?

SE: If it is Wagner or Strauss, I lis
ten to Nilsson. She is a heroine of mine
and Flagstad also. It is helpftil to listen to
as many artists as possible. At that stage
you are listening for somebody’s ntnsance
on a note or some interpretation that might
give you an idea. Even if it is something
that you don’t want to do, it is important
to say, well that works for that voice, but
it doesn’t work for mine. The boring part
is memorizing. I can’t do it in silence. I
have to do it with the television on.

KC: Do you hum it to yourself or do
you stare at it on the page?

SE: I have a photographic memory,
so I prefer to see it on the page. If I am
memorizing words, I already know the
music, so I don’t need to hum.

ICC: It is always a chore, isn’t it?

JE: It is a bit. When I had the time
to spend a couple of years on a role, I
would find that through repetition, the

words would go in and I would know far
more than I thought when I actually came
to memorize a role. I jtist don’t have the
time for that luxury now—which is why it
is better to watch the television.

Q: can you comment on the reno—
that is going on at the Seattle op

era house?

SE: I am on the Advisory Commit
tee for the new house, and I think it is
going to be wonderful, I suggested that
the air conditioning in each dressing room
be monitored individually. I like to stay
really cold whereas most singers like to
say warm. I also suggested that the bath
room in the principal dressing room be
large. I mentioned to Speight that they
should be aware that people could be wear
ing voluminous costumes which just don’t
lit in a small bathroom — even if the per
son is small.

They are increasing the height of the
stage which will enable the Company to
do things that were previously impossible.
There are going to be seats coming down
the sides, but the capacity of the house
will not be reduced by nwch. The main
differences are on the stage and back
stage.

ICC: It will probably mean San Fran
cisco Opera can share more productions
with them. Pamela and Speight are great
buddies and they have talked a lot about
future co-productions.

JE: Yes absolutely. I know there are
a number of things he has wanted to do
but was limited by the lack of space.

Is there a mind-set prior to go-
big to a French house, an Italian house, a
German house or an English house?

SE: A little bit. I love Italy, it is a
wonderful place to go on vacation, but it
is not such a great place to work. They
have siestas in the afternoon and all the
shops are closed. So something like buy
ing a pint of milk becomes a major deal.
In France, there is always the threat of a
strike. I always enjoyed coming to
America, especially when I traveled alone.
The supermarkets were open late and res
taurants delivered. You could eat when
you needed to, because you work very

KC:
watching
woman.
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strange hours in this business.

ICC: Do youfind scheduling isa little
more predictable here?

JE: Yes, a little bit. But even here
schedules can be changed at the last
minute. What makes it difficult is that you
do try to have some kind of life. You can’t
make plans to see a friend or go to a
movie if you don’t know the schedule in
advance. This can be depressing, espe
cially when you are away from home.
Wherever you are staying, you try to make
that seem as much like home as you can.

C’hristoph von Dohnanyi has left
Cleveland. Is there a plan to do the Got
terdammerung and complete the von
Dohnanyi Ring?

JE: I believe they are certainly think
ing about it. When, I don’t know. Frankly,
I don’t think they know at this point.

You have done Tristan and Isolde
with Ben J-Jeppner and many people think
it was one of the great Wagner peifor
mances we have had in the last twenty or
thirty years. Do you have any insights
into working with Ben and about his voice
and your voices together?

JE: I think in the Tristans we did,
we blended well together. Ben is very
sympathetic, very musical and on that con
centrated wave length. There are no two
roles quite like Tristan and Isolde. The
two of you are there for so much of the
opera, singing difficult music and often
there is very little dramatically happen
ing. It is quite hard to bring that off if you
don’t have that concentration. We both
felt we were in this together. It’s an opera
where the two of you have to be there
supporting each other vocally and dra
matically. I felt I was able to do that with
Ben.

I would like you to talk about
Olivier Messiaen ‘s music. How does his
music hit you and how do you feel about
his music?

JE: Well you have one up on me in
that I haven’t seen Saint Francois [San
Francisco Opera was rehearsing Saint
Francois dunng the run of Turandot].
Typically, I am not a huge fan of modem
music because I think it tends not to be as
well written for the voice as the more
romantic style of music. I like a nice tune
and I like a harmony that has a progres

sion that feels natural to me. I want to be
moved by the music and modem music
tends not to do that for me.

Q: Do you have any favorite au
thors? Do you do any pleasure reading
apartfrom opera?

JE: I read all sorts of books. I am a
huge Harry Potter fan. I enjoy history,
particularly English history.

Q: Do you do anything else for
downtime like quilting or knitting or any
thing like that?

Would you like to say something
about your views on critics and the dUfer
ence between critics in Europe and critics
here.

.JE: I don’t read them. I think critics
write for people to buy newspapers, for
themselves or whatever. What are the
qualifications of these people? A lot of
opera critics wish they were singing and

they are not. That says something.

5

(Continued on page 12)

Jane Eaglen as the Walkure Brtinnhilde at Seattle Opera, 200]. Photo by Gcuy Smith.
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A GRAPHIC HISTORY OF RICHA

Residence

First Performance

Piano Part First Published

Full Score Completed

Text Completed

First Idea

I
1 I —

This graph may seem initially confusing
to some, but a little study will reveal that
it is actually quite straightforward.

Its purpose is to help one to gain an
overall perspective of the important cre
ative milestones in Wagner’s life, adding
the background of his primary area of
residence. Of course, many other events
in his life were also significant. It is
interesting to notice that by age 41, no
important new works were begun.

Wagner’s life was more complex than
most. That fact results in there being a
great many events simultaneously to keep
in mind while one organizes, mentally, a
comprehensive understanding.

Ultimately, this graph may be helpful
in establishing, in ones mind, that under
standing so that individual events can be
judged in relation to the other events of
Wagner’s life and thereby better under
stood.

At the least, the graph serves to illus
trate an incredible number of highly com
plex matters that filled Wagner’s mind.
How he also included the huge number of
essays, 10,000 letters, his love affairs, and
his debt management is little short of be
ing unbelievable.

* *

Charts and graphs intended to help or
ganize ones thinking about Wagner have

Rheingold
Year 1835 36 37 38 39 40 41 42 43 44 45 46 47 48 49 50 51 52 53
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) WAGNER’S MAJOR CREATIONS
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been around for many years, some dating
back to the 19th century. An earlier graph
similar to the one shown here appeared in
1951 in a book by Strecker’. Strecker’s
graph also appeared in a book by Edward
Tufte2. Information in the graph shown
above came from, among other sources, a
definitive chart in Cord’s “Introduction”3,
and also from Saboi4 and Newman5. It
should be noted that not all authorities
agree in every case, as to the exact date of

some of the events shown above, espe
cially those dates with respect to when
Wagner first began thinking about a spe
cific work.

NOTES

I. Strecker, Ludwig, Richard Wagner a/s
Ver/agsgef?ihrte. Mainz, 1951.

2. Tufte, Edward R. Envisioning Infor
motion Cheshire, Connecticut (Graphics Press,
1990).
3. Cord, William 0. An Introduction to
Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibehtngen.
Athens, Ohio: (Ohio University Press, 1983).
p.140.
4. Sabor, Rudolph. The Real Wagner.
London: (Andre Deutsch, Ltd., 1987), p,3 f.
5. Newman, Ernest The Ljfe of Richard
Wagner New York: (Alfred A. Knopf, 1933—

5 56 57 58 59 60 61 62 63 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80 81 82 83

Tristan

~ingoId

(Continued on page 12)
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GESAMTKUNSTWERK: WAGNER’S LATER THEORY
His Ideas As Welt As His Practice Changed As He Aged

Tins is the last part of a Jive part series
exploring Wagner’s theories of theatrical
production (111(1 11014’ they shaped the dra—
inatic cons! rtiction of/its operas and their
presentation. The previous articles have
explored the prehistory of the
Gesamtkunstwerk ideal; the theoretical
basis ofthe Gesarntkunstwerk; the impact
of the theory on Wagner’s compositional
and theatrical choices; and how Wagner

applied his theories- This last article ex
plores how Wagner’s theories of integra
tion and production changed in his ma
ture works.

The earlier parts were in the issuesJbr
Fall, 1998; Sum,ne,~ /999; Winteic 1999;
and Spring, 2001. Each of these issues is
in print.

Wagner developed the idea of the
Qesamtkiuistwe,-k between 1849 and 1852.
It was built around two fundamental as
sumptions. First, that the music and all
the elements of the presentation were to
be integrated around the text.’ Second,
that the audience was to be seduced into
the world of the piece by overwhelming
their critical faculties in an experience of
total immersion.2 It is this theory for which
Wagner is known. It is also the theory
that Wagner himself believed to be the
theoretical underpinning of his composi
tions. However, several commentators,
and particularly Jack Stein in his book,
Ricliai-d Wagner and the Synthesis of tile
Arts, have pointed out that, as he matured,
his theories went through a considerable
evolution. That Wagner’s ideals should
change over time is not remarkable. What
is noteworthy is that he never acknowl
edged the fundamental nature of the
changes. He simply made new pronounce
ments which contradicted earlier ones. We
do not know whether he was aware how
radical the changes were or whether he
simply didn’t care.

Wagner finished the text for his Ring
of tile Nibelung in 1852. It was also about
that time that he elaborated his theory of

the Gesamtkuntstwerk in his book, Opera
and Drama. Here he explained how the
text would serve to integrate all the ele
ments of opera. The key was to be musi
cal leitmotiLs which would bind the text
to the music and the ,nusic to the text. The
leitmotifs would receive their meaning
from the text and, in his words, would
necessarily spring from only the principal
dramatic motives and will in turn corre
spond to the number of motives as consti
tuting the compressed and strengthened,
ground motives of an action likewise com
pressed and strengthened. The poet has
formed the latter into the pillars of his
dramatic structure applying them funda
mentally: not in any broadcast confusion
btit as sufficiently few in number to admit
of plastic management and easy survey.

He also insisted that motifs of ren1inis—
cence [leitmotifs] be used only at mo
ments when the emotional level of the
melodic vet-se falls to a point where its
relationship with ordinary speech is most
evident; that is to say, when it makes its
appeal primarily to the intellect. At these
moments the motifs in the orchestra were
to keep the emotional level high.4

In 1854 he began composing Das
Rheingold, the first opera of the Ring. In
it, as one would expect from his statement
above, the number of leitmotifs is limited
and most of them arise in linkage with the
text. It is worthwhile noting, however,
that even as he began, Wagner was not
completely faithful to his own theoretical
demands about the derivation of the mo
tifs and occasionally used motifs which
were musically diiven.

In the same year Wagner read
Schopenhauer for the first time and im
mediately embraced him as a kindred
thinker. He wrote, I ariived at a clear
understanding of my own works of art
through the help of another, who had pro
vided me with the reasoned conceptions
corresponding to my intuitive pi-inciples.5

Wagner’s enthusiasm is quite surpris
ing because Schopenhauer believed mu
sic to be the highest of the arts and argued

that in opera all the contributing arts should
be subordinate to the music, not to the
text.

Music is an independent art and does
not need the words of a song or the action
of an opera to give it meaning In opera,
music stands to the libretto as the action
in the relation of the universal to the par
ticular, of the rule to the exatnple. The
music of an opera as it is presented in the
score has a completely independent, sepa
rate amid, as it were, abstract existence for
itself, to which the incidents and persons
of the piece are foreign and which fol
lows its own unchanging rulesP

Schopenhauer went so far as to claim
that the ‘Will’ itself is personified in
music.

Music having no connection with the
Ideas is independent also of the phenom
enal world... Music is by no means like
the other arts an image of the Ideas’. but
an image of the Will itself, whose objecti
fication the Ideas are. It is for this reason
that the effect of music is so much mightier
and more penetrating than that of the other
arts; for these speak only of the shadow;
music, however, of the essence.7

In spite of his endorsement of
Schopenhauer’ s opposing views, Wagner
continued composition of the Ring fol
lowing his principals of the
Gesamtkunstwerk. However in 1857, hav
ing completed Das Rheingold, Die
Walkure and the first two acts of Siegfried,
he suddenly stopped. In that year he de
clared:

“Hear my creed: music can never, re
gardless of what it is combined with, cease
being the highest, the redeeming art. Its
nature is such that what all the other arts
only hint at becomes in it the most indubi
table of certainties, the most direct and
significant of trut

It is worthwhile speculating whether it
was this new conviction, perhaps inspired
by Schopenhauer, that led Wagner to in
terrupt his composition of Siegfried. Per
haps he felt he needed to explore the im
plications of this new thought immedi
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ately and with a different vehicle. Cer
tainly his next work, Tristan and Isolde,
is composed to a new ideal:

“Here [in Tristan] I sank myself with
complete confidence into the depths of
the soul’s inner workings, and then built
outwards from this, the world’s most inti
mate and central point, towards extemal
forms. This explains the brevity of the
text which you can see at a glance. For
whereas a writer whose subject matter is
historical has to use so much circumstan
tial detail to keep the continuity of his
action clear on the surface that it impedes
his exposition of more inward themes, I
trusted myself to deal solely with these
latter. Here life and death and the very
existence and significance of the extemal
world appear only as manifestations of
the inner workings of the soul.”9

The music of Tristan is constructed
almost entirely out of leitmotifs which are
often musically rather than textually de
rived. Additionally, Wagner often inter-
weaves one with another which makes it
even more difficult for the audience to
recognize any dramatic significance they
may have. Wagner also compromised the
clarity of the text. Breaking his rule that
there must be a syllable for each note, he
employed frequent vowel extensions.
These tend to make the words less intelli
gible and more of a musical element. He
also included several extended passages
of conceited singing in which it is yet
more difficult to understand the words
and which further elevate the importance
of the music.

For many people Tristan is Wagner’s
greatest single opera, but it cannot be con
sidered a careful balance between dra
matic poetry, visual action, and music.
Indeed there is almost no action; the text
is minimal; and the music dominates.

In his next work, Die Meistersinget;
he departed in yet other ways from his
earlier principles. For instance, he set the
text in Knittelvers rather than the Stabreim
which he had extolled as so well suited to
the integration of text and music.
Knitrelvers was an historically appropri
ate choice since it derives from the period
of the Meistersingers, but it lacks the flex
ibility of Stabreiin because it is an end
rhyme form with a distinct predetermined

rhythm.
In 1865, he picked up the Ring where

he had left off and began composing the
third act of Siegfried. Not surprisingly
here there is a significant change in com
positional style between its second and
third acts. However, given the composi
tional innovations of Tristan and Meis
tersinger and the shift in his theoretical
thinking, it is astonishing that the change
is not larger. There is certainly an increas
ing use of motifs which are musically
rather than textually derived, which in
creases the importance of the orchestra. It
was this increasing dominance of the or
chestra beginning in Tristan and continu
ing in all of Wagner’s later works that
upset the careful balance of the
Gesamtkunstwerk.

“In the years following completion of
the Ring Wagner moved still further from
his earlier vision of a unified opera. For
instance, in his last opera, Parsifal, he
significantly reduced his reliance on real
ism, which he had previously considered
essential, and used symbolic settings.

Wagner supports his changed approach
to his later operas in a series of essays,
most particularly in “Beethoven”(l 870).
Here, in a complete about face, Wagner
rejects poetry as the central integrating
factor:

“Through the experience that a piece
of music loses nothing of its character
when even the most diverse texts are set
to it, it becomes clear that the relation of
music to poetry is sheer illusion; for it can
be confirmed that when words are sung to
music, it is not the poetic thought which
is comprehended.. .but at most the mood it
engendered in the musician as music and
to music. A union of music and poetry
must therefore, constantly result in such a
subordination of the latter that it is only
surprising to see how our great German
poets have again and again pondered and
even attempted a union of the two ails.’°

Upon careful consideration it cannot
have escaped them, [those considering a
union of poetry and music] that in opera,
beyond the music, only the scenic goings-
on, but not the explanatory poetic thought,
engrossed attention.’”

In this essay, instead of a closely inte
grated synthesis of music, action and po

etry, he proposes a complementary com
bination of dramatic action and music:

“The world of one (music) completely
coincides with the world of the other (dra
matic action), so that each is contained in
the other even though they seem to move
in entirely separate spheres.’ 2

For the first time, Wagner suggests
that perhaps a simultaneous bombardment
of the senses is not advisable:

“Opera merely arrested hearing and
sight in turn. That a perfect aesthetic re
ception was not to be gained for either the
one receptive faculty or the other is fully
accounted for by the circumstances noted
above, namely that opera music did not
attune us to that devotional state — the
only one in keeping with music—in which
vision is so far reduced in power that the
eye no longer sees objects with its wonted
intensity.”

In his later essay “Bayreuth”, pulling
back from this extreme view of the su
premacy of music, he restores drama to a
position of equal importance. However,
the thrust of his later writings is that mu
sic and drama ought to be in balance and
complementary, but not absolutely bound
or interdependent.’4

“The music expresses in its way what
is also presented in visual terms on the
stage. Only the most general agreement is
postulated. The relationship is an ideal
one within which each enjoys a high de
gree of freedom. Thus, the mixed mi
metic musical improvisation is not im
peded by any complex rules of inter-rela
tionship, and both the singer-actor and
the instrumentalist are free to follow the
fixed improvisations of their writer and
composer with the minimum of con
straint.” ‘~

Wagner’s endorsement of improvisa
tion is an indication of his new commit
ment to the complementary independence
of music and action. Although he was
clearly already reaching in this direction
in Die Meistersinger into which he actu
ally composed four improvisations:

Walther’s trial song in Act I performed
for the Meistersingers in his vain attempt
to be accepted into the guild; Beckmesser’
luckless serenade to Eva to the unwanted
accompaniment of Hans Sach’s cobbling

(Continued on page 10)
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in Act II; the baptismal ensemble ending
Scene I of Act Ill during which five sing
ers join in christening Walther’ s new
song...and most important, the drama song
itself improvised by Walthcr according to
the Meistersingcrs’ rules...’6

In “The Destiny of Opera,” written in
1871, Wagner argues for the value of
improvisation by claiming that the genius
of Shakespeare and Beethoven lay in the
fact that they could explore possible artis
tic solutions by direct experimental im
provisations. He defines Shakespeare’s
plays~~is’’ fixed mimetic improvisations
of the highest poetic worth”.’7 In
Beethoven’s case he points out, we have
it on the authority of competent witnesses,
that nothing could compare with the ef
fect produced by Beethoven when lie im
provised at length upon the pianoforte to
his friends.’8

The value of improvisations, as Wag
ner sees it, is that they allow an explora
tion of music and drama within their own
terms.

We see, then, that Wagner’s ideas
about how to integrate the elements of
opera changed as he matured. He began
by insisting that all the elements should
and could be integrated around the words
and ended arguing that opera was most
successfully created with complementary,
but independent roles for its visual and
oral elements. This change can be seen to
parallel his personal artistic development.

Wagner began as a playwright. It was
only when he decided to set one of his
plays to music that he tried Ins hand at
composition:

“I was now filled with a desire to coin-
pose as I before had been to write verse...
I wanted to set Leubald and Adelaide to
music similar to that which Beethoven
wrote to Goethe’s Egmont.” ‘°

He began studying composition and
writing operas for which he first wrote
the texts:

“I really do not pride myself on my
abilities as a poet and I confess it is only
out of necessity, because no good books
have been offered to me, that I have set
out to invent them myself. But I couldn’t

the following reason: My way is not to
select any plot I like, put it into verse and
then ponder about how to acId st,itable
music; if I shtuld proceed iii this way I
should have to subject myself to the in
convenience of having to inspire myself
twice, which is impossible. The way I
produce is different: the only subject which
can appeal to me is one which presents
practical as well as musical possibilities.
Before starting to write a verse or even to
outline a scene, I must first feel intoxi
cated by the musical aroma of my sub
ject, all the tones, al the characteristic
motives tire in my head, so that when the
verses are finished and the scenes ordered,
the opera proper is also finished for inc.
and the musical treatment in detail is rather
a calm and considered after work which
the moment of real creation htts preceded.
Furthermore, only subjects should be cho
sen which are suited only for musical treat
ment. I would never choose a plot which
could~ust as well be used by a good play
wright for a spoken draina’ 2’)

By the time he composed Dee fliegende
Holländer music was beginning to form
in his mind before the poetry:

“Before I set about the actual working
out of Derfliegende Ho/latide (I had)
drafted lirst, the ‘Ballad of Senta’ in the
second act and completed both its verse
and melody. In this piece I unconsciously
laid the thematic germ of the whole music
of the opera; it was the picture, in petto, of
the whole drama In the eventual com
position of the music the thematic piettire
thus evoked and spread itself quite in
stinctively over the whole drama as one
continuous tissue: I had only without fur
ther initiative to take the various thematic
germs included in the Ballad and develop
them to their legitimate conclusions, and
I had all the chief moods of the poem.2’

The form of the poem of The Flying
Dutchman, however, ...down to [its] mu
sical setting, was dictated to me by the
subject matter alone 2

Then in the years around 1850, having
composed Der fliegende Holländer,
Tannhauser and Lohengrin, Wagner wrote
the essays in which he developed his
Gesamtkunstwerk theory. At this time,
Wagner’s rising musical inclinations bal

posed an equality between the two. As we
have seen, several years later when lie
began composing the Ring, his musical
talents had developed so that
Schopenhauer’s theory of the stipremacy
of music became very appealing. By 1857,
when Wagner httd composed the first two
acts of Siegfried, music was becoming a
self—st,fficient element in his works:

Beginning with Siegfried the role of
the orchestra in the works of Wagner is
permanently altered. The total mass of
the orchestral effect is so great and com
plex, that it is no longer felt as harmonic
support only, but frequently assumes a
position of equal importance with the vo
cal melody.23

In fact, as we mentioned, iii 1857 Wttg—
ncr declared his belief in the stiperiority
of music. Tristan mitid Isolde, composed
shortly thereafter reflects thttt feeling; the
drama is clearly subordinate to the music.
We know that he sketched out the mnain
motives of Tristan before he had written a
single verse of the libretto: ‘‘music with
out words for the time being.’’ In the case
of Die Meistersinger which followed, “he
had conceived the C major part of the
prelude before he had started on the prose
sketch of the opera.21

Such facts indicate that Wagner was
becoming primarily a musician and only
secondarily a dramatist. Finally, in his
last theoretical statements Wagner sug
gested that the visual elements should oc
cupy a complementary position to the
music with each maintaining a certain in
dependence:

“Drama towers~ ~above the bounds of
Poetry in exactly the same manner as
Music over those of every other art... As a
drama does not depict human characters,
but lets them display their immediate
selves, so a piece of music gives us in its
motives the character of all the world’s
appearances according to their inmost es
sence:25

It appears, then, that Wagner’s two
major theoretical positions were brought
about by a slow shift from an emphasis
on the drama as a young man to a musical
emphasis in his maturity. This shift may
also have brought Wagner to a resolution
of the tension between the romanticism

possibly compose a text alien to me for anced his dramatic instincts, so he pro- of his plots and the realism of his presen
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tations, and between his desire for sub
mission-in-emotion to his final incipient
acceptance of “art for art’s sake” indi
cated in the admittedly more poetic Par
sjfrd:

“Thus that complex and paradoxical
era of romanticism and realism worshiped
absolute music while it went ahead writ
ing songs, character pieces, concert over
tures, program symphonies, tone poems
and operas. This strange contradiction be
tween professed faith and actual produc
tion constitutes the background of
Wagner’s prolonged effort to reconcile
his own ideal of absolute music with the
oppositely directed tendencies so power
fully expressed in The Artwork of the Fu
ture [in which the ails only reach absolute
fulfillment in loving combination with one
another].26

It is possible that the integrated work
of art proposed by Wagner is unwork
able—our senses may be unable to ab
sorb more than one thing at a time, or it
may be that the self-divestment which
Wagner sought to arouse in the audience
is beyond the scope of art to achieve. It is
also possible that as yet there has not been
a person so universal in his abilities that
he or she could create such a work; but it
is this conception which is Wagner’s great
theoretical contribution. His Ring of the
Nibelung and his theoretical writings such
as Opera and Drama crystalized a vision
of a total organic unity in art which had
enormous repercussions. It is, for instance,
a generally unacknowledged source of the
thrust towards integration that has domi
nated theater productions in the westem
world throughout much of the twentieth
century.

Ironically, it is also appropriate to see
Wagner as the father of the opposite
view—that the visual and aural elements
in the theater should have a complemen
tary but independent relationship. Not only
was it the position that he came to in his
later years, but artists ignorant of his
switch, like the composer Igor Stravinsky
and the playwright and theater theorist
Bertolt Brecht, were led to espouse this
latter view as a conscious revolt against
Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk theory. But
then, what could be more perfect for this
artist of contradictions than that he should

lay the groundwork for both the thesis
and the antithesis of the integrated work
of art?

—David F. Ostwald

NOTES

I. “all elements of the presentation” in
cludes the music, the poetry, the acting, the
costumes and scenery, the orchestration, and
all other contributing parts of opera. As ex
plained in detail in previous parts of this se
ries, Wagner’s intent was to maximize the
emotional effect on the audience by making
each component (not just one or two) of his
operas as powerful as possible. The text was
to be the foundation for the structure of the
opera, but, significantly, each element (music,
poetry, etc.) was to be of equal importance:
Wagner felt that by focusing on one element
alone, such as the singing, the total effect on
the listener would be much less profound than
if all elements were experienced in roughly
equal proportion.
2. By “total immersion” Wagner meant
capturing the total attention of the audience
‘vith complete focus on the opera. Here he is
advocating overwhelming as many of the spec
tators’ senses as possible, again the purpose
being to maximize the dramatic impact on the
audience. The cumulative effect, he expected,
would thereby be an experience unlike any
thing before.
3. Wagner, Opera and Drama, in Rich—
aid Wagner’s Pi-ose Works, vol.2, transl. by
William Ashton Ellis (London, 1896) p.613.
4, Stein, Jack M., Richa,’d Wagner and
the Synthesis oft/ic Arts, (Detroit, 1960), p.
96.
5. Wagner, qooted in G.B.Shaw, The Per
fect Wagnerite, (New York, 1929), p. 111.
6. Arthur Schopenhauer, “On the Meta
physics of Music” in Elizabeth Barry, “What
Wagner Found in Schopenhauer’s Philoso
phy,” Musical Quarterly, XI (January, 1925),
p. 128.
7. Arthur Schopenhaoer, quoted in Stein,
Synthesis, p. 114.
8. Wagner, “On Liszt’s Symphoic Po
ems,” quoted in Stein, Synthesis, p. 116.
9. Quoted in Bryan Magee, Aspects of
Wagne~’, (New York, 1969) p. 23.
10. Wagner, Beethoven, in Richard
Wagner’s Prose Wo,’ks, vol. 5, p. 104.
11. ibid. p. 105.
12. Quoted from Wagner. Beethoven, in
Stein, Sythesis, p. 204 (emphasis mine).

13. ibid., p. 105. Wagner’s reference to the
reduction in visual power while listening. it
fers to his idea that truly great music tempo
rari]y relieves man of the desire to see:

“The dreamlike nature of the state into
which we thus are plunged through sympa
thetic hearing and wherein there dawns on us
that other world, that world from whence the
musician speaks to us—we recognize at once
from the door of every man: namely that our
eyesight is paralyzed to such a degree by the
effect of music upon us, that with eyes wide
open, we no longer intensively see, We expe
rience this in every concert room while listen
ing to any tone picce that really touches us...
that this spectacle that pre-occupies the man
untouched by the music (the sight of the audi
ence and the musicians) at last ceases to dis
turb the spellbound listener, plainly shows us
that we no longer are really conscious of it, but
essentially akin to that hypnotic clairvoyance.
See Wagner, Beethoven, p. 74.”
14. Since Wagner believed that he was still
basically in tune with his earlier theoretical
position, he may have assumed any part of it
still to be in effect. It may be, therefore, that
the apparent freedom allowed the two ele
ments is partially a result of his failure to spell
out again the details of the relationship.
IS. Stein, Synthesis, p. 171.
16. Stein, Synthesis, p. 174.
17. Wagner, The Destiny of Opera, in Ri
chard Wagner’s Prose Wo,’kc, vol. 5, p. 144.
18. ibkL p. 143.
19, Quoted in Adele Katz, Challenge to
Musical Traditions: A New Concept ofTonal
ity, (New York, 1945), p. 196.
20. Quoted in Letters of Richard Wagner:
The Bnrrell Collection, ed. by John Burke
(New York, 1950), p. 109ff.
21. Wagner, A Co,ninu,ucaton to My
Friends, in Richard Wagner’s P,’ose Wo,’ks,
vol. 1, p. 370.
22. ibid., p. 309.
23. Stein, Synthesis, p. 126.
24. Curt von Westerhagen Discussions on
Wagner, (Bayreuth, 1961), p. 46.
25. Wagner, Beethoven, p. 106.
26. Edward Lippman, “The Aesthetic Theo
ries of Richard Wagner,” Musical Quarterly,
XLIV (1958), p.218.



JANE EAGLEN
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JE: I used to knit a lot. I really en—
joyed knitting and did quite complicated
stuff, but! haven’t for awhile. I like mov
ies, although we tend to watch DVDs
more than actually going to the cinema,
just because of time. I enjoyed Mouthi
Rouge antI actually went to see the Boheme

Baz Luhrmann is doing. It is wonderful.
and ! would urge you to go. I spend a lot
of time on the computer and I play gaines
on the computer.

KC: Do you get a lot of e-mail?

,JE: Not from fans. ! do get e-mail
from friends and family. I don’t read the
opera boards on the internet. I use it to
look up to see whether the Seattle Mari
ners have won, which they haven’t ic—
cently. ! have always been a big sports
fan. My new sport is baseball. During the
week off between [cycles in Seattlej, I
sang the national anthem twice for the
Mariners. I have a wide range of interests.
I think it is important to have other things
in my life so that when I do have to con
centrate on a role, my mind is fresh and I
am ready to do that.

This article was transcribed Jrom a ic—
cording of the interview and, in the inter
est of available space, some of the dia
logue had to he omitted. 7’lie tronscnp
tion was kind/v done In Barbara Price/c.

GRAPHIC HISTORY
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1946). Volumes l—lV.
6. Wagner travelled often throughout his
life. The cities of his residence shown arc
places he I ved, but not necessarily coin inti—
ously. Precise dates are available elsewhere:
those shown here are approximate for the pur
pose of relating to his compositions.
7. Rienzi, 1-Idllander and Lohengrin were
first performed before the piano versions were
published, hence the forked lines in each case.
8. Tannhüuser was first performed in 1845
in Dresden. A version that ‘vas substantially
revised for the Parisian public was lust per
formed in 1861.

—LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR—

(Co,iiiiu,edfroni Page 2)

But this was not just four nights of
great opera. It was rather a cultural event
the like of which Limerick may never see

Wagnerites came from far away to hear
Wagner; scholars came to lecture and an
swer questions. They all experienced not
only Wagner, but Limerick as well. I hope
they felt as fulfilled as I (lid.

Now Wagner has left Limerick and I
wontler: do the people of Limerick know
what happened in their city in Atigust,
2002? Are they aware that one of the
great artists of all time came to visit? That
the Sistine Chapel of music was ‘‘painted”
at their University? A few, of course. But
for most,! fear, Wagner’s brief stay passed
withottt much notice.

This mttch I can say with certainty:
For me Limerick will never be quite the
same, this old town that I love has been
blessed. Shining over Limerick now is a
bright musical halo. May it shine forever.
Bravo Limerick.

—Michael Browner
Miami, Florida

again.

The Wagner Society of Northern California
P.O. Box 590990
San Francisco, California 94159-0990

Non-Profit Org.
U.S. Postage

PAID
Mill Valley, CA
Permit No.163


