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MUSIC OF UNSEEN WORLDS

A Contemporary Composer Of Opera Reflects On Meaning In Parsifal

According to Cosima Wagner’s Diaries,
Richard Wagner, in a merry mood, opened
a bottle of champagne for lunch on Janu
ary 12, 1882. He had finished scoring
Parsifat the day before, and feared he
might die before the final double bar. “He
always talks that way while composing,”
she confided. But this time he felt older
and more tired than ever. His spirits were
often low. (“I feel like a plant!”)
He had rashes, toothaches and ab- “I
scesses. Since he took every medi
cine every doctor ever prescribed, he had
stomach pains and chest spasms; fits of
petulance, anger and remorse. He often
woke up shouting, then lapsed back into
fitful sleep. But now even the champagne
unsettled him in the warm weather of
Palermo. (“I feel like I had drunk bad
beer!”) At King Ludwig’s command, a
performance would take place that sum
mer. And so, back to Bayreuth and its
weather (“horrible winters; summers even
worse!”) and its many problems.

No, Pars ifal had not killed him, but he
knew it was his last work. He had ab
sorbed earlier unfinished projects—Jesus
ofNazareth and The Victors—into it. His
whole life was in it. He had studied the
late works of Beethoven, Goethe and
Shakespeare, and considered his place
among them. The themes in Parsifal
touched upon everything that ever con
cerned him, and out of his own music he
had fashioned a new style. He knew it
was personal, intimate and enigmatic. He

would never know how controversial it
would become. As he rode with Cosima
in the carriage to the Festspielhaus on
July 2, he must have felt suspended be
tween relief and dread. The rehearsals
must begin! The symphonies he so hoped
to write began to dance in his head. But
moving to America (“to make money”)
would have to wait.

Pars~fal first caine to Wagner’s atten
tion when he was researching his libretto
for Lohengrin in 1845 (in the legend,
Lohengrin is Parsifal’s son.) That same
year he had completed Tannhauser in
April before taking a cure at Marienbad.
Between July 16 and August 3 he com
pleted prose drafts for Die Meistersinger
and Lohengrin. Parsifal lay dormant until
1865. By then, he had completed Das
Rheingold, Die Walkure, two acts of
Siegfried and Tristan und Isolde. In July
he began to dictate his autobiography,
Mein Leben, and, in a quick burst in Au
gust, completed the prose draft for Parsi
fal. As usual, he adapted his sources in
light of the point he wished to make. The
prose drafts concentrate on fleshing out
the characters of the story and isolating
the dramatic points to be made by the
music. Wagner knew that Aristotle had
defined drama as character made visible
through action. He extended this concept.
His music dramas were “deeds of music

made visible.”
During this phase, his musical instincts

began to take on mass around the core of
the story. As he drafted the libretto, he
already had a definite sense of the overall
musical structure that shaped the text. In
the draft of the libretto for Tristan, for
example, musical ideas are jotted down
alongside the rivulet of text that descends

the page in the beautiful symme
can still compose!” —Wagner to Cosima try of his handwriting. Looking at

his calligraphy, one can easily
sense the calm elation he experienced as
he wrote.

The musical sketches to The Ring show
that he set down a vocal line over a fig-
wed bass. Every now and then he al
lowed for a bar or two of orchestral com
ment. This version was expanded into a
short score in which he “began to do the
knitting,” as he put it. The great web of
motifs is worked out. Ideas are altered or
discarded. Eventually a full score is
drafted, then inked. In composing Parsi
fal, Wagner, with a lifetime of experience
at his command, went immediately from
short score to the full score in ink, so that
the whole process was completed an act
at a time, between August of 1879 and
January of 1882, and sentoff toB. Schott’s
Sohne for immediate engraving.

In all mythologies, the events of this
world are supported and affected by pow
ers of an unseen world. In Das Rheingold,
Wagner shows how strife among the gods

(Continued on page 3)

It is a rare occasion indeed when an active opera composer gives us his understanding ofParsifalfrom the unique perspec- -

tive that only a composer can have: Conrad Susa does so in our lead essay. A review of the new Lyric Opera of Chicago
Dutchman by Nikolaus Lehnhofffollows. How Wagner put his many theories into practice is described in the fourth part of
our Gesamtkunstwerk series.
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Richard Wagner completed Derfliegende
Hollander in Paris in November of 1841.
At that time he thought that it might be
presented locally as a one-act curtain-
raiser, and so he crafted it as a continuous
piece of music, despite its three distinct
scenes. But it was not accepted for perfor
mance—perhaps its length of 2 1/2 hours
was a little much and so he soon broke it
into three short acts, thereby destroying
the finely-crafted transitions between the
scenes, perhaps the only case where one
of his revisions actually weakened the
work. The new three-act version premiered
in the first season of Dresden’s Semper
Opera, in early 1843. Wagner, as was the
case with most of his early works, contin
ued to tinker with it, making a number of
revisions, especially in 1856 to the latter
part of the second act and in 1860 to the
ending of Act III and the overture. But he
never restored it to the continuous form,
and indeed never saw it so performed.

In 1901 the Bayreuth Festival presented
the original version, in part because it fit
more into the contemporary perception of
Wagner and his effectiveness with music
that flows uninterrupted. But until the end
of the twentieth century, most perfor
mances elsewhere were in three acts, and
it is only in recent years that the original
version has become popular. The Chi
cago Lyric Opera recently gave a series in
the single act version, but also with the
1856 and 1860 revisions, creating a hy
brid that, at least, presented all of Wagner’s
most mature music for this opera. The
authors attended the March 6 performance.

The outstanding cast was led by James
Morris, who dominated the stage during
his appearances. His first lines, “Die Frist
ist um,” sung from the back of the stage,
were with such power and forcefulness
that one simply sat in awe. Catherine
Malfitano was Senta, impressive, but
somewhat wobbly on a few of the high
notes. Endrik Wottrich, in his Lyric de
but, gave more depth than usual to the
role of the Steersman, and demonstrated
why he will be Walther von Stolzing soon
at Bayreuth. Kim Begley as Erik perhaps
lacked some of the necessary power but

was effective nonetheless in this short but
critical role. The cast was rounded out by
Franz Flawlata in his Lyric debut as Daland
and Susan Gorton as Mary. This opera
has an unusual amount of significant cho
ral music, and the Lyric chonis gave its
usual outstanding performance. The or
chestra was led by Sir Andrew Davis,
Lyric’s new music director, and astonish
ingly there were two bobbles: one is not
used to seeing anything but perfection.
Similarly there were some lighting and

scenery miscues, not normal for this
company.

As these reviewers have said so many
times before, then there was the staging.
Director was Nikolaus Lehnhoff, with sets
by Raimund Bauer, both well known to
San Francisco audiences. The best that
can be said is that it was not the worst
staged Wagner opera these reviewers have
recently seen, and by all accounts better
than their Parsifal. The basic set was a

(Continued on page 12)

The Spinning Song scene showing tile ship-like ribs on each side of the stage (but no
spinnuig wheels). Photo by Robert Kusel, courtesy oft/ic Lyric Opera of chicago.
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prepares the way for the hero, Siegfried,
and the trials he will undergo. Wagner
adapted this pattern from Greek drama
and the epics. In Christian mythology,
too, things are not what they seem; the
Devil lurks behind a woman’s smile, or
Christ is hidden behind a wafer. Some
people see only smiles and wafers; others
experience the seen as well as the hidden.
And still others see the hidden only. In
the Grail Legends, Sir Bors is a hero of
the first type; Galahad of the third.
Percival, or Parsifal, is a blend of the two
types.

The tale Wagner tells is in the manner
of an allegory or homily, or fairy tale for
grown-ups. The music, often similar in
tone to Lohengrin, supports a story that
might be told thus:

Once upon a time, in a far-away land,
a boy lived with his mother in a deep
forest. Her husband had died fighting the
Heathen in the Holy Land, and she
mourned him day and night. Her name
was Herzeleide, or ‘Heart’s Sorrow.’ She
raised her son to be obedient, gentle and
kind to strangers, and kept him ignorant
of manly pur
suits. He grew
into a fine,
strong and
handsome
young man.

One day,
he saw three
angels coming
toward him. They were clad in shining
armor and rode upon powerful horses.
‘You can be like us,’ they told him, ‘if
you learn to ride and fight and not speak
unless spo-ken to., The young man did all
this, and then left his mother weeping in
the forest. Her protests were in vain. With
her husband gone, and now her boy, she
had nothing to live for. Eventually her
tears dried up, the world faded away, and
then she died.

On his way to King Arthur’s court, the
boy did many deeds of strength, bravery
and daring. He was as happy and simple
as Adam in the Garden. The world seemed
like a dream, and it delighted him. Flow
ers smiled at him like beautiful women

who desired his company. Birds flew
about so that he could practice his cross
bow upon them. To those who did not
know his noble nature, he seemed loutish
and careless. Indifferent to praise or blame,
he knew nothing of man’s treachery or a
lover’s kiss. He never asked who his fa
ther was. He did not even know his own
name. Such a man is called a Fool.

Wagner does all he can to set up this
never-never-land story from the very open
ing of the Prelude with its intense unison
melody built of thirds and meterless
rhythms, suggesting Gregorian chant.
Wagner’s style is now greatly simplified.
As he modestly admitted, “nothing here,
nothing there ... just like Creation.” Hear
ing this music years after he had attacked
Wagner in print, Nietzsche wrote that
“Wagner had never done anything better
than this.

The Prelude is in a modified ABA
form, and its unison melody in A-flat,
which borrows a few intervals from fa
ther-in-law Liszt’s Excelsior, is stated in
two double periods in the A section. The
central B section is given over to power
ful new music for the brasses which is
punctuated by silences. A

where it undergoes development through
a tangle of chromatic modulations that
suggest suffering in both body and soul.
The theme thoroughly grounds the opera
in A-flat. Wagner will set the Flower
Maidens in Act II in that key, and the
opera will end in it. Wagner’s careful tonal
plan produces that sense of solid, spa
cious structure, that pervading atmosphere
of calm confidence, which imprints itself
on the listener in spite of the many way
ward chromatic chumings that are neces
sary in a drama so full of anguish and
pain.

The ABA form of the Prelude is actu
ally the ground plan for the entire work,

(Continued on page 4)

About this article...
This article is the culmination of my

study of Wagner’s Parsifal over the past
several years. First I taught a seminar at
the San Francisco Conservatory of Music
on the subject. Then I presented a paper at
a symposium given by the Wagner Soci
ety of Northern Califomia in June, 2000.
The paper drew, in part, on material from
the earlier seminar. Next I prepared an
article for the program notes of the Wash
ington (D.C.) Opera’s production of Par
s~fa1 in October, 2000—again drawing
from the seminar as well as the sympo
sium paper. This article is much the same
as the Washington Opera program notes,
but with further refinements and still fur
ther thoughts on this endless but fascinat
ing subject.

I offer no solutions to the many ques
tions Parsifal seems to pose, but it has
given me a chance to make certain obser
vations that I have not seen elsewhere:

m The first is that aging itself seems
to have offered Wagner, now a family
man with a son, the stimulus to gather and
summarize his life’s work. Most com
mentators have concentrated on what
Wagner read and said to explain him,
whereas the unsaid promptings of the body
as it ages must be considered also.

~ The second is the emphasis on A
flat in the overall structure of Parsifal
(see sidebar on page 5). The symmetries
of the tonal scheme anchor the dramatic
narrative and create a sense of stability
and balance. The listener experiences the
controlled rhythms of an old, familiar story
newly told. I like to think that this sym
metry was a result of the impact of the
classical Mediterranean world upon
Wagner’s northern Gothic Soul.

• The third is why the Good Friday
Spell because of its unique pitch center
(D) makes its special effect (see sidebar
onpage5).

My long immersion in Parsifal has
shown me that I was wrong to think it was
more complicated than The Ring, that as
Wagner’s last work it was meant to be a
crowning, impenetrable mystery. When I
saw past the story into the workings of the
symbols the work became easier to ap

(Continued on page 12)

“All art is at once surface and sym
bol. Those who go beneath the sur
face do so at their peril. Those who
read the symbol do so at their peril.
it is the spectator, and not life, that
art really mirrors.” —Oscar Wilde

tender, con
trasting ver
sion is stated
by the winds.
The third
statement of
the very first
theme begins
the last A
section,
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and allows complexity to develop organi
cally from the whole down to many de
tails, like the hidden units of measure
ment in a Gothic cathedral. A much-sim
plified scheme is shown in the side bar on
page 5.

That Wagner is setting up the seen and
unseen worlds is clear from the way in
which the first scene opens: music sounds
from offstage. Wagner calls this “on
stage,” that is, as opposed to the orchestra
pit, also famously invisible in the Bayreuth
theater. In a letter to King Ludwig II,
Wagner says that “having invented the
invisible orchestra, [he] must now invent
the invisible stage.” (It has been invented
for him, of course, in modern sound re
cording.) The music that sounds in the
offstage brass is a portion of the A-flat
theme that opens the Prelude, but now a
third lower, followed by the “Grail” theme
(in A-flat), The presence of this theme
reminds us that we are near the
Grail.

is this theme and its several
dozen repetitions. It is unlike anything
else in Wagner, for the simple reason that
it is not by Wagner at all; it is the “Dresden
Amen,” which he could have heard in the
Dresden Kreuzkirche when he was con
firmed, at age 15, on Palm Sunday, 1827.
The harmonization was by an earlier
Kapellmeister, J.G. Naumann, Wagner
used it in Das Liebesve,’bot (1836) and
Tannhauser (1845), and now in Parsifal,
as it closes his life’s work. Unlike any
other motif in Wagner, this one is a ca
dence, i.e. a close. It stops everything.
Wagner had all his life worked at pro
longing his motifs harmonically and con
trapuntally, fragmenting them and reas
sembling them in pursuit of his concepts
of “infinite melody” and epic scale. With
the Grail as a central symbol in the story
and a cadence to act as musical metaphor,
Wagner is constantly calling our attention
to the center of the work. The action of
the story seems to move in a kind of
straight line, or along the perimeter of an
immense circle, but the “Grail” theme
draws our attention to the center, “the still

point of the turning world,” as T.S. Eliot
says in The Four Quartets. The timeless
world of the myth rotates around this cen
tral image of the Grail, and the many
repetitions of the theme keep us focused
on its mystery.

Wagner has already prepared us in the
Prelude, whose “real-time” length is de
termined by how long we need to give up
the cares and expectations we brought
with us to the theater so that we may enter
the timeless world of the story—from
time-on-the-clock to psychological time.
All of his preludes work this way: they
are vehicles for transition in ourselves.
Other composers have done this too, no
tably J.S. Bach in the immense choral
fantasias that open the Passions accord
ing to Matthew and John. The scale of
these opening movements is calculated to
alter our sense of how time passes. If we
stay attached to our own time frame, we
are likely to fidget and fret, grumble and
complain. The Grail theme again! No, it

is the first time once snore. This is how
the myth of Eternal Return is expressed in
tones that move.

James Hillman in his recent book, The
Force of Character, quotes from his fa
vorite philosopher, Plotinus, who says that
moving in a straight line is a characteris
tic of the body, whereas movement in the
soul circles “toward itself.” For them both
to stay in touch, the body must not sail off
course. Therefore, as Parsifal progresses
from Fool to Hero to Holy Fool, the
Dresden theme tugs us back to the spiri
tual (but not conventionally religious) core
of the work. This is what heroes experi
ence, too. From Moses to Harry Potter,
the hero’s story is basically the same:
doubtful parentage, life-altering events,
trials, failures, a prize to be won. When
Parsifal fails to ask what ails Amfortas,
he loses his innocence. Surviving his
doubt, he recovers it again.

Wagner’s music for Parsifal is a golden,
gentle-spirited fanfare. Its openness her
alds a Fool’s lack of self-reflection. He
hasjust killed a swan. Now, for the medi

eval mind, birds were especially favored
since they were able to soar toward heaven.
Swans were often seen as symbols of
Christ, as in one ancient Irish poem where
“they have crucified thee, 0 Swan, and
never shall lament cease because of that.”
In Carinina Thirana, there is the song of
the Roasted Swan, indicating that a Black
Mass is going on during the drunken revel.
The Parsifal fanfare is altered and heroic
when he enters the Magic Garden in Act
II, and is dismally fragmented when he
enters, tired and depressed, in Act III.
Wagner has used motifs in a new way in
Pars~fal. In The Ring they were wedded
to the text so that “there would be no
effect without a cause.” Here, he has loos
ened up his procedure and the motifs only
appear as part of the formal pattern of the
story. They point toward psychological
processes rather than objects or ideas,just
as the symbols of the story function as
agents of transformation rather than as
clues to a single interpretation. If one

knows nothing at all of these
matters, it is all right because
Wagner fires the music with
what he wants you to feel. If
you know a little or a lot, the

work will change you and mean more the
next time. Having been changed by
Pars~fa1, you see even more the next time.
It acts like a mirror to the soul.

Because Parsifal isso loaded with sym
bols, Wagner has achieved, perhaps, more
than he intended. There is his libretto,
which says what he meant. Yet the sym
bols in it refuse to stay put, and entire
shelves of books debate what it all means.
When productions of the opera substitute
new symbols for Wagner’s symbols, the
situation becomes quite confused. And
yet, each telling of the tale, from its Celtic
roots through the alternative Christianity
of Chrdtien de Troyes, Wolfram von
Eschenbach, the Vulgate authors, down
to Mallory and Wagner, has layered myth
upon myth. Wagner always seemed to be
more focused upon plans and visions and
impossible projects. Like his heroes and
fools, he succeeded because he had no
sense of danger or of limitations. All his
ages were alive in him. And all places and
all times awakened music that embodied
his conceptions. He never ceased to amaze

“Oh, art and religion are just what is left of
Perhaps if anything is off- the monkey’s tail, the remains of an ancient

putting in the Parsifal music it culture.” —Wagner to Cositna, Juzie 27, 1878
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himself. His encounter with myth con
stantly renewed him, and he recognized
himself in the many forces—Alberich,
Wotan, Isolde, Siegfried, Jesus, Buddha—
that demanded his attention. Once his son
Siegfried was born, Wagner began to
change from outsider to ancestor. His late
works, especially Tristan, Die
Meistersinger and Pars ifal, show in what
manner he began to circle back within
himself with new understanding and in
sight. In Parsifal he commemorates his
achievement, and so calls it a
Biihnenweihfestspiel, or stage consecrat
ing festival play. The work speaks of moth
ers and fathers, deeds, dreams and quests.
It gathers his achievement into new pat
terns that interested him deeply. Even in
his youthful works, he was an old soul
insisting upon himself in the midst of his
influences—Bellini, Meyerbeer, von We
ber, Beethoven. As his skill grew, he in
sisted less. In his final opera, he contra
dicts all his earlier theories—the chorus
returns, set pieces abound, the structures
are more formal and symmetrical. He has
abandoned novelty and becomes more
openly private. The music breathes a sim
plicity that has cost not less than every
thing.

It is a mark of Wagner’s great power in
creating a character that we know where
Kundry is, even though she remains silent
much of the time. The immense depth of
her personality, a novel in itself~ is shown
with stunning economy by Wagner in the
second act when she appears as seduc
tress. The silly-evil Flower Maidens do
not know how to tempt. She does. She
calls “Parsifal” twice; the bass moves a
third lower. The bottom drops out, and
we, along with Parsifal, are in the pres
ence of real danger.

The silly boy, more goose than swan,
thinks of his sorrowing mother and ac
cepts the Mother’s kiss. Now anyone’s
erotic feelings for a drop-dead gorgeous
youth will be altered if the feeling in the
kiss is not retumed. Kundry is being kissed
by a Son, not a Lover. Her cycle of rebirth
is broken. His cycle of error is broken,
and he feels something new—love coupled
with understanding and empathy. He, too,
is filled with pain. For the first time in
Parsifal’s music, the chromatics pour in

and flood him in anguish. He suddenly
understands Amfortas’ pain. The connec
tion to all the other chromatic music is
made. Kundry too is in a totally new tor
ment that will leave her almost dead. None
of this is what Klingsor planned. He lets
loose the spear that wounded Amfortas,
the very spear that pierced Christ’s side,

ACTI
Scene 1 Outdoors (key of A-flat)
Scene 2 Hall of the Grail (key of C)

to kill Parsifal. But no, it has come to its
rightful guardian and hovers in the air.
Parsifal grasps it, makes the sign of the
Cross, and the gardens vanish. The act
ends.

The prelude to Act III tells us that
Parsifal has wandered for many years. He

(Continued tnt pnc’e 6)

The ABA Ground Plan of Parsifa!

ACT II
Scene 1 Klingsor’s Magic Castle (key of B-minor, enharmonically C-flat minor)
Scene 2 The Magic Garden (C-fiat minor, A-flat, B-minor)

ACT III
Scene 1 Outdoors (B-flat minor to B minor to D major)
Scene 2 Hall of the Grail (B-flat minor to A-flat major)

Written in another form, the large tonal goals can be expressed thus:

A . _____

--,I,~ I7t~I • I’ ‘?~Ifrt 0
• I,

Ill HI
•0 ItW—.IIfltl•I M—~0IflP’ II

tAb) (C) (B minor) tAb) (B minor) (4 minor) (D) tAb)
Act Act I Act II Act II Act III Act III

Scene 1 Scene 2 Scene 1 Scene 2 Scene 1 Scene 2

t t t
(opening) (flower maidens) (close)

The sense of stability in Parsifal comes from the movement by thirds in the ground
plan. The key of the Good Ft-ida)’ Spell in Act III is D-major, whose special radiance
is due to Wagner’s having reserved that tonality for this climactic statement. An odd
feature of the D is that tonally it comes exactly between the great span of A-flats that
begin and end the work:

I,
a,

1~0.S-~:r
6 sernifones—.—-—J L.—.———6 semilones

Now, Wagner is not given to abstract tonal games, but there it is: mostly thirds
govem the thematic shapes, modulations and overall tonal direction. This produces
music that is at all times concentrated, eloquent and seemingly symbolically arranged.
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has restrained from using the spear. That
is, he has brought himself under control.
It is this self-subdued hero that Kundry
and Gumemanz bless with pure water and
holy oil, the rituals that so inflamed the
critics of Wagner’s own day, especially
Nietzsche, These sacramental symbols,
outward signs of inward change, are not
performed by priests, since every man is
priest. Hence, this scene was considered
heretical. But the whole Grail legend re
counts spiritual journey and salvation out
side the Church. Parsifal is able to kiss
Kundry now, but it is with the kiss of
peace, symbolizing commonality, kinship
and the willingness to look beyond ap
pearances. In blessing Kundry with a kiss,
Parsifal blesses himself and through them
both, Wagner blesses his unseen audi
ence and consecrates his Festival Stage.

It is this sense of what sacrifice has
cost that makes the Good Friday Spell the
emotional climax of the opera. Poor Par
sifal has come to see how foolish he has
been. He knows he is destined to be King
and Guardian of the Grail, he has learned
to mourn and resist temptation. He senses
his human frailty. But why are the mead
ows smiling on this sad day when they
should be weeping? Gurnemanz replies
in music that seems more released than
composed. The effortless soaring melody,
derived from the opening of the opera, is
itself the experience of compassion. He
tells Parsifal to shed his beliefs and to
arrive at this place as if for the first Lime:
in other words, to be a Fool again and
recover his childlike self. That Wagner
places this moment in D (the tonality of
Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 and
Mozart’s Don Giovanni, his two favorite
works) is most interesting. D is exactly
midway between the span of A flats that
open and close the work. The D area is
not used anywhere else, and must surely
be a reason that the Spell has such unfor
gettable freshness and delicate power.

When Parsifal gives up his own view
of what should be, he suddenly sees what
really is. He is in bliss. Yet the bells sum
mon. He renounces his bliss to do his
duty, which is to heal Amfortas with the
Spear and serve the Grail and the knights

who guard it. He sacrifices his own bliss
to do his duty for as long as is required,
like a saint or a bhodisatva or a faithful
pet. It is not always appropriate to be in
bliss, of course. A bus driver in bliss would
endanger the lives of his passengers. A
conductor in bliss would lose control of
his orchestra. There is comfort in this
knowledge, however, and it is as deep,
healing and profound as bliss itself.

Cosima tells us that in 1880 they were
joined in Naples by Paul von Joukowsky,
the future stage designer of Pars~fal. In
May, at the Moorish-style castle of the
Palazzo Rufolo at Ravello, they saw
“Klingsor’s Magic Garden.” In August,
the cathedral in Siena moved Wagner to
tears. He had found his ideal Hall of the
Grail. The original settings were modeled
after this interior, where the sphere of
Heaven intersects with the cube of Earth.
From the outside, we see a dome on a
building. From the inside, we sense the
volume of a sacred space, for the lower
portion of the sphere is invisible, but felt.
Indeed, when the proportions and space
in such buildings are organically related,
it is almost impossible nor to see the in
visible lower half of the sphere beneath
the dome.

Pars~fal is one of Wagner’s greatest
sonic creations. All of his operas, from
The Flying Dutchman on, are distinct
sound worlds. In the Ring cycle, he en
larged the orchestra enormously with new
brass and wind instruments, and more
harps and anvils than had ever before been
assembled in a theater. However, Parsifal
was Wagner’s first creation for his new
theater that took into account the actual
acoustics of the building. The overall
sound is lighter, more luminous. The at
mosphere of Nordic twilight, the sound in
The Ring and Tristan, has given way to
the sun-infused tints of the timeless Medi
terranean. The southem light altered his
orchestral sound. Wagner thought of his
orchestrational style as if it were ‘shifting
clouds.” Debussy said that the orchestra
sounded as if it were “backlit. “ A real
surprise, though, were the now famous
bells, or “tom-toms” as Cosima called
them, which had been cast In England.
The effect of their placement was to vi
brate the seat-—surely an unsettling plea-

sure—when tolling in the great transi
tions of Acts I and III (‘Transformations.’
be called them). Here the weight of the
musical ideas and the intensity of devel
opment counterbalance the vocal narra
tives of the principals and they serve as
springboards for the great choral episodes
of the Grail scenes.

Nothing on the scale of these choral
episodes had ever been heard in opera.
They are Wagner’s tribute to the choruses
in the dramas of Aescbylus, and ate meant
to link his own Festival to the ancient
festivals honoring Dionysus. And it is
Dionysus whose dismembered body was
reassembled like so many grapes, and
whose nature underwent a transformation
in the wine cask to he reborn in the spirit
of the wine. This mystery lurks behind
Christ’s identification with wine. ‘This is
my blood.”

The linal choral scene recapitulates the
Grail motifs in luminous sonorities. Cho—
risters are placed on unseen platforms.
filling the vertical space between the floor
and the dome, so that a new sound is
reserved for the final moments of the work.
Sounds from seen and unseen worlds bathe
the listenet- in radiant harmonies. Both
worlds were experienced at once. This
balanced consciousness of ‘‘being in the
world but not of it” was expressed in
Gothic cathedrals by the symbol of Christ
sitting in a kind of almond—shaped space
above a door. This space is really the
result of two intersecting circles and it is
known as the Vesk-a pescis. and can be
seen as being related to the Thud Eye. To
“sit” in that space is to be released from
attachment. The Grail motif’s tell us that
we have arrived as if for initiation at the
core mystery. The cadences pile up. The
Fool, now a Holy Fool, has regained his
childlike self and presides over the scene.
In somber euphoria while the dove de
scending breaks the air with flame of
incandescent terror” (Eliot).

Parsifal prenuered on July 26, 1882,
in Bayreuth under Hermann Levi and con
tinued for fifteen more performances in
July and August. At the last performance,
Wagner caine into the orchestra pit to
conduct the last scene to the end, It was
the first and last time he conducted in his
own theater. Looking back on Painful.
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Wagner said “it is not an old work of my
youth but a youthful work of my old age.”

The Wagners departed from Bayreuth
for Venice where they occupied the mez
zanine floor of the Palazzo Vendramin.
He suffered a fatal heart attack on Febru
my 13, 1883, after a row with Cosima,
supposedly over a certain Flower Maiden,
and died some time after 3 o’clock in
Cosima’s arms, They both lie in the gar
den of Wahnfried.

—Conrad Susa

SUGGESTED FURTHER READING

The amount of writing pro- and contra-
Wagner is very extensive. Each genera
tion sees several different Wagners emerg
ing from the many biographies, essays
and studies. While the writers wrangle
among each other, Wagner is always in
agreement with himself.

His music is also well represented on
recordings, but only scenes from Pars ifal
recorded on Naxos (Historical: 8-110049-
50) have a band on which can be heard
the original bells before they were de
stroyed in Allied raids of World War U.

The Libretto in German and English
(Andrew Porter, translator) together with
several interesting essays, thematic guide
and selected discography is available as
ENO No. 34, The English National Opera
Guide Series (New York: Riverrun Press,
1986)

The best all-around book covering al
most everything about Wagner, his con
temporaries, sources, compositional meth
ods, etc., together with synopses of all his
operas and a description of all his works
is The Wagner C’ompendium, edited by
Barry Millington (New York: Schirmer
Books, 1992).

Robert Donington’s The Opera (New
York: Harcourt Brace, 1978) has a very
good chapter on Wagner as seen from a
somewhat Jungian perspective.
Donington’s great Wagner’s Ring and Its
Symbols (London: Faber and Faber, 1963)
is more detailed on the “reading” of
Wagner’s symbols, and gives much food

for thought.
The Grail, its sources, history, and lit

erary treatment is beautifully described in
The Grail Tradition by John Matthews
(Rockport, Maine: Element Books, Inc.,
1991), and the lavishly illustrated King
Arthur (New York: Thames and Hudson,
1990) by Geoffrey Ashe.

For Wagner’s influence, read
Wagnerism in European Culture and Poli
tics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1984), edited by David C. Large
and William Weber.

Richard Wagner, Theory and Theater
by Dieter Borchmeyer (New York: Ox
ford University Press, 1982) examines his
writings and his music.

The complicated effect of
Schopenhauer’s writing upon Wagner is
discussed lucidly in Schopenhauer by
Bryan Magee (New York: Oxford Uni
versity Press, 1983). The beautiful writ
ing on Wagner’s music is notable for its
depth of understanding.

Translations of Chrdtien de Troyes and
Wolfram von Eschenbach are widely
available. The Welsh sources of what be
came the Grail legend, The Mabinogion,
are available in a new edition with a pref
ace by John Updike (New York: Alfred
A. Knopf, 2000).

Frotn Ritual to Romance by Jessie L.
Weston (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Uni
versity Press, 1993) traces the Grail ele
ments to Gnostic roots and universal sym
bols.

The mythic elements of Wagner’s life
and a good analysis of his compositional
techniques are to be found in Opera in
Perspective by John D. Drummond (Min
neapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1980).

Richard Wagner’s Music Dramas by
Carl Dahlhaus (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979) explores Wagner’s
mastery as musical dramatist.

The day-to-day life of the Wagners
from 1865—1883 is reported in the two
volumes of Cositna Wagner’s Diaries
(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1977). The
dreams of the Master are very interest
ing—and alarming!

For ‘Wagnerian’ poetry at its finest,
read The Four Quartets from The Coiti
plete Poems and Plays by T. S. Eliot (New

York: Harcourt Brace, 1971).
Richard Wagner’s Parsifal and the

Hermeneutics of Late Style by Anthony
Edward Barone (Ann Arbor: University
Microfilm Dissertations Services, 1996)
is an extraordinary thesis that deserves to
be published and widely read.

James Hillman in The Force of Char
acter and The Lasting Life (New York:
Ballantine, 1999) explores the changing
attitudes toward aging. When applied to
Wagner, the book offers insights into
Wagner’s ‘symptoms’ from Tristan to
Pars~fal.

Richard Wagner’s Religious Ideas, A
Spiritual Journey by Alan D. Aberhach,
(Lewiston, N.Y.: The Edwin Mellen Press,
1996) has been reviewed in this journal
(Summer 1998, Vol. 12, No. 2). Aside
from being a brave attempt to encompass
the galaxy of Wagner’s ideas, it has many
apt quotations from the Master and his
works.

Many biographies, studies, and essays
about Wagner are available in bewilder
ing profusion. Scores of his music are
easy to come by. The Internet has several
thousand impressive entries. Reviews of
productions appear in many music jour
nals and magazines. You will never be
able to read it all, but once you’re hooked
you try.

—C. S.

Karen Huffsrodt, Maui Salininen and
Placido Domingo in Roberto Oswald’s
beautifid production at Washington
Opera. Photo: Carol Than. courte.~v
Washington Opera.
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GESAMTKUNSTWERK IV: WAGNER’S PRACTICE
How Wagner Converted His Elaborate Theory Into Actual Petformances

Wagner spent twenty years developing
his vision of the perfect work of art, but
during that time had no theater in which
he could realize it. Then, in May, 1864 an
angel appeared in the person of King
Ludwig II of Bavaria, ‘Mad King
Ludwig1. He gave Wagner a generous
annual stipend, and, over the years, a great
deal of money for any number of activi
ties. However, when Wagner went to the
King to finance the Festspiel project in
Bayreuth, he was turned down. Ludwig
had his heart set on the theater being lo
cated in Munich; Wagner was obstinate
(and probably for good reason) about the
absolute necessity of the Festspiel being
held away from any city. Thus, to build
the theater of his dreams and to mount the
perfect Ring, Wagner had to look else
where. Details of the financing of his the
ater can be found in “Bayreuth: The Early
Years.” However, Wagner at last finally
did succeed in this major enterprise and
he was able not only to illuminate the
intention of his writings, but also to de
velop the details of his Gesamrkunstwerk
ideal in practice.

We have already discussed how
Wagner wrote his own librettos to facili
tate his goal of totally integrating all the
elements of opera. Once he was given the
wherewithal to pursue that goal in actual
productions, he further optimized his
chances of fulfilling his vision by becom
ing not only his own stage and musical
director but also his own theater archi
tect.2

Wagner, as we know, wanted to maxi
mize the emotional effect of his works.
Therefore, he designed his theater so as to
remove any distractions. His major inno
vation in this regard was to conceal the
orchestra so that neither the stand lamps
nor the movements of the players or con
ductor were visible.

“I have explained in my essays on
Beethoven the reason why, through the
power exerted over our emotions by noble
performances of ideally perfect musical
works, the evil I have denounced [the

distraction provided by the orchestra]
might be rendered unnoticeable as though
sight itself were neutralized. But in a dra
matie perfonnance, on the contrary, the
very matter in point is to make the sight
fully take in a picture; an effect which can
only be brought about by entirely freeing
the vision from the observation of any
intervening sense of reality, such as is
inevitable when the technical apparatus
for producing the picture obtmdes.

“Hence the floor of the orchestra had
to be sunk—to such a depth that the spec
tators might have a full view of the stage
without seeing the musicians. At the same
time it was determined that the places for
the spectators might consist of rows of
seats rising gradually one above the other,
the elevation of the hindermost tier being
limited only by the possibility of having
thence a fair view of the scenic represen
tation, Thus the whole system of private
boxes was done away with, because from
their elevated position on the side walls
near the stage, the orchestra would be in
full view [not to mention that theater boxes
were designed to make it possible for the
audience to watch one another which was
strictly undesirable in Wagner’s thinking].
The arrangement of the sittings was, there
fore, like that seen in the ancient amphi
theater excepting that the form of the am
phitheater extending far around on both
sides so as to form even more than a
semicircle could not be followed; since it
is not now the chorus in the almost en
tirely enclosed orchestra which forms the
chief object of view, but the scenic stage,
only presented to the Greek audience as a
projecting surface, but used by us in its
full depth.

‘Hence, we had to follow strictly the
laws of perspective according to which
the rows of sittings would grow longer as
they receded from the stage while always
facing it. For the rest, all further arrange
ments had to depend upon the proscenium;
the frame of the drop-scene of necessity
became the starting-point for these ar
rangements. My requiring the conceal-

men t of the o,’chest,’a soon led the cmi—
nen t and ingenious a,’chi tect whom it was
my privilege lirst to consu It with tipon the
subject, to conceive the idea of a vacant
space between the pm’oscen in m and the
first row of seats. This we called the ‘mys
tic gull’ since it wot,ld seem to di ~‘ide the
real f,’om the ideal; and the architect placed
in front of it a second and wider
proscenium the effect of which was in
tended to he a wonderful illusion of the
senses, the stage appearing to be more
distant from the spectators than it meal ly
was, owing to the clilThrence between its
width and that of the second proscenium)

“Thus though the spectator would see
what took place on the stage with all the
distinctness of actual proximity, he would
imagine that a considerable space inte,’
vened. From this would result another
illusion, viz., that the dramatic person
ages would seem to be magnified into
superhuman proportions. [This is particu
larly useful for Wagner’s works since they
contain gods, giants and mythological
beings.]”4

The end result of Wagner’s desire to
completely engage his audience was a
theater of revolutionary design. It had an
orchestra pit which was not only below
floor level, but tucked away under the
stage; a series of proscenia as well as
tiered ‘continental’ seating that l’ocused
the audience on the stage; and, most un
usual of all, a gas lighting system. With
this adjustable system it was possible ‘or
the first time in theater history to make
the auditorium totally dark, and to have
light only on the stage.

“On taking his seat, the spectator
straightaway finds that he is in a ‘theatron’
[a room specially designed to cause the
audience to look straight at the stage].
Between himself and the spectacle there
stands nothing that is clearly perceptible;
only between the two proseenia the skill
of the architect has produced a certain
indefinable effect of distance, which
causes the tableau to retreat from the spec
tator as in a dream; meanwhile, the mu-
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sic, as it comes forth like a spirit voice
from the ‘mystic gulf’ or like the vapor
rising from the sacred bosom of Earth
beneath the tripod of the Pythia, induces
in him that spiritualized state of clairvoy
ance wherein the scenic representation
becomes the perfect image of real life.”5

From this description we get a taste of
Wagner’s image of his theater as a place
of seduction: a home for a Gesamtkunst
wet/c built on feelings.

His desire to maximize the emotional
effect of his productions was the guiding
principle not only in his design for the
theater but also in his choice of site.
Wagner chose Bayreuth, a small town
outside of, but not far from, major cities.
His intention was that the audience would
come there to attend special festivals of
his works as on a pilgrimage.6 He antici
pated that his pilgrim audience would rest
during the day to be fresh and receptive
for his opera in the evening.

When he opened the theater at
Bayreuth, Wagner established a series of
performance protocols intended to keep
the pilgrims focused and undisturbed.
They extended from calling the audience
to its seats by playing a theme from the
work about to be performed, to forbid
ding the orchestra to tune in the pit and
included a prohibition against seating, talk
ing or applause once the performance be
gan. For the same reason, the singers were
not allowed to indulge in the common
practice of bowing during the course of
an act.

From the premiere of the Ring in 1876
until his death in 1883, Wagner directed
all the productions at Bayreuth. By all
reports, he was inspiring. He imbued all
the participants, not just the singers and
musicians but even the stagehands, with a
sense of absolute dedication to each pro
duction. He also made it contractually clear
to all the artists that, “.. artistic sensitive
ness, coveting of roles and any demands
of this nature will necessitate a complete
breach whenever I meet with such condi
tions. Only by the voluntary good will of
all participants can that which I have in
view be successfully accomplished.”7

Wagner tolerated no star behavior, He
wanted each role to be fully realized. Oc
casionally, he went so far as to cast a

performer for his acting rather than his
vocal abilities. He expected the perform
ers to play to one another, and always to
remain within the situation. He insisted
that the singers achieve believability by
completely motivating their characters.
His advice on how to be convincing re
sembles that of Stanislavsky (1863—1938)
—who was the father of modem acting.

“Give them [actors] the most admired
‘original’ piece of our highest flying mod
ern poet, and, so soon as one finds them
falling into unnatural pathos or casting
eyes to right or left towards the audience,
require them to speak and behave exactly
as accustomed to in somewhat similar
situations in actual life.”8

Wagner began his rehearsals with ses
sions in which the entire cast read through
the opera several times as if it were a play
and discussed its meaning and the charac
ters’ motivations. Then the singers were
coached extensively. Coaching involved
not just learning the notes, but also com
ing to a full understanding of their
character’s dramatic intentions. Wagner
complained that, in general, singers were
trained to pay attention to the “how” in
stead of to the ‘what.” Only when each
individual knew his pan thoroughly did
stage rehearsals begin. When Wagner re
hearsed he worked from the big idea down;
each detail was developed to fit the larger
scheme.

Wagner’s thoroughness and his ability
as a director are demonstrated in the way
he handled Georg Unger, whom he se
lected, with some hesitation, for the ini
tial Siegfried. Ungpr was hired on the
condition that he would stop performing
for a year prior to the Bayreuth opening
and devote himself exclusively to his role.
This included undergoing serious vocal
training with Wagner’s chief vocal coach,
Julius Hey. Unger agreed and Wagner
worked over every note with him. He
wrote that, “. . .the sixty-two-year-old
Wagner not only made clear to Unger
every passage of the Siegfried score in
regard to meaning, mood, voice technique
and plasticity in the treatment of the text,
but also endeavored to influence his en
tire character so as to bring Unger into
closer harmony with that of the hero ...“°

demonstrated what he wanted. Apparently
he was a very good actor and a fine teacher.
Julius Hey, who was in an excellent posi
tion to judge, wrote, “How did this voice
which in reality was no voice at all, suc
ceed in producing such moving nuances
so as to present in the clearest manner
every varying phase of emotion! And in
addition a dramatic declamation which
penetrated to the very bottom of the
listener’s soul.” Winkelmann, who
played the original Parsifal, wrote, ‘Rich
ard Wagner was of a truth a genuine rev
elation for the artists who at that time had
not yet been able to emancipate them
selves from the ‘farce’ of expressing them
selves by meaningless poses and musical
violence. How entirely different was
Wagner’s authority over us; he was not

contented to be merely our musical direc
tor and stage manager [director], but was
our advisor and teacher. Wagner hated
every pose on the stage, any straining
after effect, every disturbing movement.
He used to say ‘the acting must be con
trolled by the intelligence! Everything
must be genuine, sincere on the stage.’

Wagner’s commitment to natural stage
movement is evident in his instructions
for the chorus in Tannhanser. Bear in
mind that in Wagner’s time it was normal
practice to march on the chorus in two
lines and leave them standing out of thc
way for the duration of their appearance.

“Let the stage manager [director] see
to it that the processions in Tann/zauser
be not conducted in the customary march
ing plan. The entrance of the guests must
be so ordered as to imitate real life and
this, too, in its noblest and freest fomis;
away with that painful regularity of the
traditional marching drill; the more mani
fold and unconstrained are the groups of
arriving guests as of separate families and
parties of friends, the more captivating
will be the effect of the whole entry.” 2

It is likely that Wagner was inllucnced
by the innovations in more naturalistic
staging that Karl von Meiningen had pio
neered with his groundbreaking theater
troupe starting in the I 860s. However, it
is clear that Wagner was heading inde
pendently in that direction since his in
structions on ‘The Performing of
Tannhanser’ were written already in 1852.V/hen he directed, Wagner frequently
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‘With him [Wagner], the chorus, to
gether with the non-singing supernumer
aries, have but two functions—either they
are passive, but always more or less inter
ested spectators of the dramatic action, or
else they take actual part in the action
itself. In both cases the manner of their
coming upon the stage, their grouping
and their action thereon are to he regu
lated by one principle and one principle
only—they must produce the illusion of
reality.” °

In spite of his dedication to believable
acting, Wagner did wish to synchronize
the singers’ movements with the music.
Synchronizing their movements automati
cally introduced a level of stylization. Ul
timately, this synchronization led to dete
rioration in the realistic effect that Wagner
desired as evinced in this observer’s re
port from 1927: “The use of leitmotif in
the Bayreuth drama is a very material aid
to the continuity of the action. With the
close of any word phrase the orchestra
almost invariably gives a reminiscence of
some emotion already—perhaps fre
quently—experienced in the same drama
and directly related to the words just sung
which not only keep the dramatic interest
of the spectator alive until the words set
in again, but also commands the active
participation of the actor in question ei
ther with descriptive or emphatic gesture
with an actively rigid body and fixed gaze
which will often be found to epitomize
the intensity of the inner emotion more
than any outward movement. So
significant are these intervening memo-
ties in the general structure of the drama
that it has become a dogmatic nile in
Bayreuth to cottfine all gestures, as far as
possible, to their duration.” [Italics
added]’4

The conflict between realism and styl
ization was also manifested in Wagner’s
handling of the scenic elements. Almost
as if he failed to see how the grand stage
effects he included as part of his scheme
of seduction, or how the abstract and sym
bolic elements in his works fought realis
tic presentation, he constantly struggled
to increase the realism of his productions.
He refused to admit that, given the avail
able means, giants, dragons, the bottom
of the Rhine or Valhalla could not be

realistically convincing. Among the real
istic techniques he pioneered were using
the floor as a scenic element and conceal
ing the edges of the borders of such floor
coverings.

“The natural wildness of the picture is
lessened by no compromise with the stage
conventions—the rocks do not stop short
at the background, but cover the stage.
the stormy sky is one great cloud mass,
not a series of overhanging arches of can
vas; the dark cavern seems to reach down
into the bowels of the earth. The stage is
no longer a ‘smoothed arena for protago
nists, but the scene of real-seeming dra
matic action.’ “‘s

In a way, Wagner returned to a more
Baroque conception of opera spectacle
and employed many of the machines and
effects popular in that earlier period. He
also invented some new ones. Moving
scenery stretched between rollers is one
example. Another was the steam curtain,
a pipe running the width of the stage which
emitted a cloud of steam. It could be used
as fog, as part of a vista scene changes, or.
atmospherically, for the representation of
heaven or hell. For the Rhinemaidens who
open Das Rheingold swimming in the
Rhine, Wagner developed a special har
ness. Cables that allowed the singers to
move freely in all directions controlled it.

Wagner also used animals as part of
his arsenal of effects. For instance, in the
course of The Ring, Siegfried slays a
dragon, the Valkyries ride through the
sky on horses, and, in a high moment of
theatrically, which combines the use of
animals with special stage effects,
BrUnnhilde rides a horse through a fire. 6

“The suicide of the heroine by throw
ing herself (on horseback) onto the burn
ing funeral pyre of her husband at once
reminds us of Auber’s Genella who jumps
into the crater of Vesuvius, and Halevy’s
Jewess whojumps into a cauldron of boil
ing oil; and the final destruction of the
palace by fire looks back to Cherubini’s
Lodoiska (1791)... Hagen’s dive into the
overflowing Rhine also has its parallel in
various old French operas; Wagner with
his usual eye to grandiose stage effects
merely combined three stock opera end
ings in one.”’7

The point, however, is not that Wagner

lacked precedents for such devices both
in Baroque and in Grand Opera. but that
his intention was to integrate them in or
ganic productions in which they’ were con
ceived as means to a higher end.

Wagner often composed necessary
scene changes as an integral part of the
action. He intended them to he done a
vista. As such they were attempts at an
ultimate operatic realism: the audience
gets to watch the characters travel from
one place to the next. Wagner gave the
following instructions (hr such a scene
change in Parsifril: ‘‘Gradually, while Par—
si fal and Gurnemanz appear to walk, the
scene changes from left to right. The for
est disappears; a cave opens in rock cliffs
and conceals the two; they are then seen
again in sloping passages which they ap
pear to ascend. Long-sustained trombone
notes softly swell; approaching peals of
bells are heard. At last they arrive at a
mighty hail which loses itself overhead in
a high vaulted dome, down from which
alone the light streams in.’’ ‘~

Mr. Corder, who saw the original per
formance of Parsifal at Bayreuth in 1882.
wrote, “Technically this is what happens:
the whole of the elaborate ‘set’ forest
moves across stage [this is an example of
scenery stretched between rollers] form
ing a quadruple panorama, the realistic
effect being much heightened by the front
portions moving much quicker than the
back. The tree ‘cuts’ are succeeded by
rocks in which are seen. first natural caves
and then arti lie ial passages partly lined
with niasnnry. The front panorama then
shuts in the stage with a front cloth epic—
senting a stone wall, close to the
proscenium. After remaining stationary
for thirty seconds only, instead of being
drawn off it sinks and reveals the
magnificent set scene of cathedral hall—a
built dome with built cloisters all around.
There is even a cloth laid over the whole
stage representing marble pavement. The
whole of this elaborate change is acconi
pushed with perfect smoothness, not a
creak or sound of any sort betraying the
means. The extent of the panorama. too,
is very considerable and the whole change
takes a good ten minutes,” “

Wagner’s interest in realism made him
very sensitive to the possibilities of light-
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ing. He equipped his theater at Bayreuth
with the most advanced system of gas
lighting of his time. Apthorp, who saw
several early Bayreuth productions, had
this to say in praise of Wagner’s lighting:
“The old method was to arrange the means
of lighting the stage—footlights, side
lights and headlights—so that the greatest
possible intensity would be shed upon the
performer... To what lengths of absurdity
stage convention carried this principle I
need hardly say here... the midnight mur
ders that have been committed on stage
amid a blaze of light... But with Wagner
the play’s the thing, not the actor. As the
scenery is realistic or romantically poetic
[Parsifal] so also is his stage lighting. His
first principle is to light the stage so that
the scene shall seem real. With him night
is night and day is day; evening and morn
ing twilight are themselves and nothing
else. Shadows are cast from the sun and
moon, not toward them.

“If in some of the interiors at Bayreuth
the light on the stage varies little from that
at ordinary theaters, the out-of-door scenes
are lighted in a manner utterly at variance
with theatrical convention. The imitation
of direct or diffused sunlight or moon
light is perfect. The light seems all to
come from one point, not from a point
twenty or thirty feet distant, but from the
very sun or moon itself. Trees cast their
proper shade. With Wagner’s brilliant but
never garish stage lighting, effects of at
mosphere are possible. These effects are
produced by large curtains of coarse twine
netting. These net curtains are hung so
that little or no direct light is shed on
them and they are practically invisible to
the spectator, but they produce just that
effect of a denser atmosphere on the hori
zon which is noticeable in the real land
scape.

“Hagen and Alberich are, at first, ab
solutely invisible, [Gotrerdarnmerung, Act
II], so dark is the stage; and throughout
the first scene, their figures are to be seen
distinctly only at moments when the thick
clouds part and the moon casts its light
upon the couple. Of course, old school
stage-managers will object here that this
darkness of the stage nullifies at once one
of the actor’s most valuable means of
dramatic effect, it renders his play of fea

tures invisible. But Wagner takes his ef
fects where he can find them strongest;
and if he can obtain greater dramatic force
from the elements other than the actor he
does not hesitate to do 20

Wagner wrote special lighting effects
into some of his scores. In Parsifal he
specified, “A blinding ray of light shoots
down from above upon the cup which
glows with increasing crimson lustre.
Amfortas with brightened mien raises the
‘Grail’ aloft and waves it gently about on
all sides.”2’

In the initial production of Parsifal
that Wagner directed in 1882, he achieved
this effect by experimenting with the new
est form of energy: electricity.

“On taking the cup from its shrine the
pages attach to it two fine wires which
issue from the table. This cup, opalescent
outside, is crimson within, and contains—
an incandescent electric lamp! The
gasman, or somebody at the prompt, turns
on the current gradually and there you
are.”22

Another element of opera performance
that Wagner struggled to integrate was
dance. His first step was to outlaw the
traditional set ballet divertissement. When
he did use dance or co-coordinated move
ment, he insisted that it be motivated by
the action, not by pre-existing formal pat
terns. In Tannhauser, written in 1845,
Wagner still included the mandatory bal
let. However he wrote,

“I called the ballet-master’s attention
to how very nonsensically the wretched
mincing little pas of his maenads and
bacchantes contrasted with my music and
asked him to invent instead.., something
daring and wildly sublime that should cor
respond to the bacchanalian groups repre
sented on famous, antique bas-reliefs.”23

At Bayreuth Wagner employed the
choreographer, Richard Fricke, exclu
sively. Fricke was known to “care less for
the technique of the ballet than for the
artistic thought and true spirit of the com
position.” 24 When Wagner invited him to
choreograph the Flower Maidens in Par
sifal, he warned, “It is to be absolutely
un-ballet like. I can show you what I mean!
Your material will be: soloists of the best
quality, at their head the Lehmann sis
ters.” To which Fricke responded, “Give

me a sufficient number of Lilli Lehmanns
and I could tear the world to pieces.”25

To achieve his desired Gesamt/cunst
werk Wagner personally supervised each
detail of every aspect of production to
make sure that each would contribute its
maximum effect and yet remain subservi
ent to the demands of the whole. He only
opened a production after he personally
rehearsed it in a way that was unprec
edented in his time,26 It was only with
such preparation that he could achieve the
complete ensemble he required, not only
among the members of the cast, but be
tween the singers and the orchestra, the
effects and the score, and, of course, be
tween the music and the text.

—David F. Ostwald

NOTES

I. Robert Hartford, Bav,’euth: The Early
Yeats (London, t980), pp.36—38.
2. He did not conduct the performances
himself, since he was sixty-three and did not
have the strength, but he appointed his per
sonalty trained disciple, Hans Richter.
3. “Wagner’s insistence upon the com
plete separation of actor and audience (mystic
gulf) is diametrically opposed to his concep
tion of the actor-as-audience relation in the
ideal drama of the future... Wagner felt a very
real, although vague, dissatisfaction with the
aesthetic ideal he was setting up in practice.
He felt art, particularly dramatic art, should
not stand aloof from life, but should be a real
and vital part of it, and in that case there
would need be no separation of actor and
audience.” (Utrich Moore, “Drama as Wagner
Saw It,” Quarterly Journal ofSpeech XV [Feb.
1929], p.5.)
4. Richard Wagner, “Bayreuth Play
house,” Richard Wagners Pmse Works. vol.
V. transl. William Ashton Ellis (London:
Kegan Paul, Trench, TrUbner & Co., Ltd..
1896), pp. 282—3.
5. ibid. p. 283.
6. Wagner intended that his final opera.
Parsifal, should only be performed at Bayreuth.
so concerned was he that it be presented in as
perfect a manner as possible.
7. Richard Wagner, The I3avreuth Letters
ofRichard Wagner, transl. Caroline Kerr tBos
ton, 1912), p. 192.
8. ibid., p.213.
9. ibid., p.215.
10. Wagner, “Actors and Singers.” Rid,
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ard Wagner’s Prose Works, transl, William
Ashton Ellis, vol. 5 (London: Kegan Paul,
Trench, TrUbner & Co., Ltd., 1896), p. 178.
II. Wagner, )3ayreuth Letters, op. cit.,
p. 355.
12. Richard Wagner, ‘The Performing of
Tannhause,;” Richard Wagner’s Pmse Wo,’ks,
traz~s1. William Ashton Ellis, vol. 3 (London:
Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd,,
1894), p. 193.
13. William Apthorp, Wagner and Scenic
Art,” Scribners’ Magazine, II (November
1887), p.526.
14. Bennett Challis, “The Technique of
Operatic Acting,” Musical Quarterly, XIII (Oc
tober 1927), p. 637.
IS. Apthorp, op. cit. p. 521. These obser
vations are from 1887.
16. Quoted in F. Corder, ‘Richard Wagner
as a Stagemanager,” The Theater, I (February
1, 1883),
17. ibid., p.74.
18. For this, Wagner developed a roller
coaster-like track along which horse cut-outs
moved.
19. Edward Dent, Opera (Baltimore, 1940),
p. 78.
20. Apthorp, op. cit., p. 526.
21. Corder, op. cit., p.75.
22, ibid., p. 75.
23. Apthorp, op. cit., p. 526.
24, Wagner, Bayreuth Letters, op. cit.,
p.341.
25. ibid., p. 341
26. Rehearsals for the first performances at
Bayreuth began two years in advance.
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raked stage with battleship-like metallic
ribs on either side. In the first act a bridge
caine across so that the chorus was on
two levels, with a stairway descending

I

from center stage into the depths. The
following acts were virtually unchanged,
except that the bridge was not used again
until the opening of the third act, In many
ways the conception was not bad, but its
execution left much to be desired. The
constant use of scrims hindered the view
of the singers, and the raising and lower
ing of the scrim was mishandled at one
point. The open space of the stage was far
too large for the action and the singers
often were lost: this opera is more inti
mate than the production implies. Every
thing was in monochromatic shades of
gray and silver, which again made it dull
and hard to see.

The most offensive part, however, was
the costumes. Only the Dutchman and
Erik had anything conventional; the rest
were in the operatic Star Trek that is so
common today. Daland reminded one of
Dr. Who’s Daleks (maybe the similarity
of name was the inspiration), and although
the male chorus had an approximation of
sailors’ sou’westers, in the third act they
all wore the top hats of early 19th- cen
tury petty officers, which they removed
to reveal their shaven heads. The women
were also in strange science-fiction out
fits that baffle description. They had no
spinning wheels (thus when Mary said
“Ich spinne fort!” this was not translated
in the surtitles).

But, astonishingly, there was an atten
tion to detail, despite the lack of spinning
wheels. A chest of treasure did appear at
the proper time in act one, greedily usurped
by Daland. Both seamen had and used
bosun’s whistles. The sailors did dance in
Act UI, although around a great shipboard
fire that would have sunk any wooden
ship. The most effective moment was dur

1

ing the second act scene of the Dutchman
and Senta, when the scrim created ocean
waves and they were literally lost in the
sea. In this act, the Dutchman’s shadow
was projected on the ever-present scrini
for Senta to sing to in her ballad, hut this
became stale alter a while.

This is the shortest of Wagner’s ma
ture operas and despite the staging, one
was left wanting to hear more. It was all
over too soon. Perhaps because the roles
are short, the singers were able to project
great power and authority in their roles,
The work lacks the continuous how of
Wagner’s later work, but the rich harmo
nies of German romanticism have already
begun to blend with an hal ian vocal line
to create the unique Wagnerian style.

—Duane W. and Letitia K, Roller

About this article...
(Coirtinued front page 3)

preciate. But it took giving lectures at the
San Fi-ancisco Conservatory, participat
ing in the symposium at The Wagner So
ciety, my program notes for The Wash
ington Opera, and these words to find the
music’s tone of voice. To me it is the tone
of a parable or a fairy story l’or us grown
up children, to help us to recover our
childhood, that we may be open to the
language of blessings. Parsifal uses no
twenty-dollar words or complex abstrac
tions. Its primally simple language, both
in music and text, is meant to restore to us
the powers of innocence and love. But
there is a hidden warning: look beyond
what is seen and experience the unseen.

—Conrad Susa
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