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Preface

Prelude: Tristan and Isolde

Composed: 1856-1859

First performance: 10 June 1865 in Munich

conducted by Hans von Biilow

Original publisher: Breitkopf & Hirtel, Leipzig, 1860

Instrumentation: 3 Flutes, 2 Oboes, Cor anglais, 2 Clarinets, Bass Clarinet,
3 Bassoons — 4 Horns, 3 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Bass Tuba — Timpani —
Harp — Strings

Duration: ca. 12 minutes

The Tristan material was first of topical interest to Wagner in autumn 1854, though the
work — as far as can be gathered from Wagner’s few statements of that time — at first looked
entirely different from what would later be executed. Wagner wanted ‘to leave a memorial’ to
love as the ‘most beautiful of all dreams’, as he wrote Franz Liszt in December 1854. It is not
known when the concept changed. In any case, in August 1856 Wagner suddenly described
the subject of the work as ‘love as a terrible anguish’, and he then also implemented it accord-
ingly. The first dated sketch stemmed from December 1856. At the same time typically
enough it was not a sketch of the text, but a music sketch, concurring with Wagner’s oft-
quoted later statement that with Tristan he had had the urge ‘to break out musically as if 1
were writing a symphony’ (28 September 1878). This aspect also plays a part in the ‘program-
matic commentary’ given below for the Prelude.

Wagner began steady work on the piece in August 1857. He proceeded as usual: the libretto
was written from a draft of the text in prose, followed by the composing which was carried
out in three steps. The compositional sketch (first complete draft), the comparatively more
extensive orchestral sketch (second complete draft) and the score were written in parallel, but
naturally moved along chronologically one after the other. This was finished by 6 August
1859. It was, in fact, printed immediately, yet the work came to first performance only on
10 June 1865 in Munich. The performance rehabilitated the work that had previously been
considered unplayable after an unsuccessful, incomplete rehearsal period in Vienna of sever-
al years, Tristan had made its way, though only slowly.

Hans von Biilow (1830-1894), conductor of the premiere, was also the first to perform the
Prelude for the first time separately, and indeed in a concert on 12 March 1859 in Prague.
On this occasion Biilow produced a concert ending, since Wagner himself had refused to
furnish such. Biilow’s ending did not however appeal to Wagner; this now led to his com-
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posing a concert ending of his own for his Parisian concerts in 1860, in which he himself
wanted to conduct the Prelude. Wagner characteristically did not leave it at that, but along
with the Prelude in the new form still sent a verbal commentary for the audience, a ‘Pro-
grammatic Commentary’, as he called it. It reads:

‘Prelude to Tristan and Isolde.

An ancient and original love poem, inexhaustibly varied anew in all languages of medieval
Europe, tells us of Tristan and Isolde. The loyal vassal had wooed Isolde for his king, without
daring to confess his own love for her who followed him as the betrothed of his Master,
because she helplessly had to follow the wooer himself. The Goddess of Love, jealous of her
suppressed rights, took revenge: through an ingenious oversight she let the love potion —
intended by the cautious mother for the betrothed couple only because of politics, as was the
custom of the times — be proffered to the youthful pair, that by its consumption their love,
suddenly blazing up in bright flames, made them avow that they belong only to each other.
Now there was to be no end to the longing, desiring, the bliss and the misery of love: world,
power, fame, praise, radiance, honour, chivalry, loyalty, friendship, all scattered like an insub-
stantial dream; only one thing was left alive: longing, longing insatiable, ever renewed yearn-
ing, — starved and parched; only one deliverance — death, dying, perishing, nevermore to
awaken!

As the musician who chose this subject for the introduction of his drama of love here felt him-
self entirely within the most characteristic, unrestricted elements of music, he need only be
concerned about how to stay within limits, since exhausting the subject is impossible. Thus,
he then let the insatiable yearning swell but once, though in broadly-structured stages, from
the shy confession of the slightest attraction, through anxious sighing, hoping and fearing,
lamenting and wishing, delighting and tormenting, up to the most powerful onrush, to the
most forcible effort to find the breach, to disclose to the heart the way into the sea of love’s
unending bliss. To no avail! Impotently the heart sinks back, languishing in longing, in long-
ing without attaining, since every attaining can only engender new longing, until in the final
exhaustion of the refracted glance the presentiment of highest blissful attainment dawns: it is
the rapture of dying, of nonbeing henceforth, the final release into that wonderful realm from
which we stray the furthest when we with most passionate force strive to force an entry into
it. Do we call it death? Or is it the nocturnal wonder world from which, as legend tells us, ivy
and vine sprang up in ardent embrace on Tristan’s and Isolde’s grave?’

In this form Wagner performed the Prelude not only several times in Paris, but also in his
concert on 8 February 1863 in Prague. But after that he decided in favour of another form,
namely, the one used today. In it the stage ending, thus to bar 111 (p17), is joined without
transition to the end of the opera, Act III, bb1621-1699. In the process the ending remains
instrumentally intact, although the vocal part is dropped. The Prelude was first heard in this
form on 26 February 1863 in St Petersburg under Wagner’s direction, and time and again the
composer drew up a ‘Programmatic Commentary’ for it:



“Tristan and Isolde / Prelude and Transfiguration.

A.) Prelude. (Love Death.)

Tristan, as suitor, brings Isolde to his king and uncle. The two are in love. From the most
bashful lament of unquenchable yearning, from gentlest shudder to terrible outbreak, con-
fessing hopeless love, the feeling advances through all phases of the unsuccessful struggle
against inner ardour until powerless, it sinks back into itself, seeming to depart into death.

B.) Final Section. (Transfiguration.)

Yet, what Fate parted for life now revives transfigured in death: the gateway of union is
opened. Over Tristan’s body the dying Isolde becomes aware of the most blessed fulfilment of
ardent longing: eternal union in immeasurable space, without limit, without restraint, insepa-
rable!’

It is above all noteworthy that Wagner applied to the Prelude the title ‘Liebestod’ [Love
Death], which is the usual title today for the ending, and characterized the ending as “Trans-
figuration’. The Prelude was performed in this version nearly 20 times between 1863 and
1877. Nonetheless, his usage, behind which obviously stood a firm understanding of the mat-
ter, did not succeed. Even his contemporaries already called the conclusion ‘Liebestod’.

Egon Voss
Translation: Margit M. McCorkle

Prelude: Lohengrin

Composed: 1846-1848

First performance: 28 August 1850 in Weimar

conducted by Franz Liszt

Original publisher: Breitkopf und Hirtel, Leipzig, 1851 (vocal score), 1852
(full score)

Instrumentation: 3 Flutes, 2 Oboes, Cor anglais, 2 Clarinets, Bass Clarinet,
3 Bassoons — 4 Horns, 3 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Bass Tuba — Timpani,
Cymbals — Strings

Duration: ca. 10 minutes

The opera Lobengrin composed between 1845 and 1848 contains two pieces of instrumental
music that — detached from the stage work — Richard Wagner himself performed in many of
his concerts as independent pieces: the Prelude and the Introduction to the third act.

Wagner composed the opening music to his Lohbengrin in August 1847 after he had already
completed the orchestral draft of the entire opera; on 1 January 1848 he began writing down
the full score. Yet unlike with the Flying Dutchman and Tannhbiuser, he did not term this
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opening music ‘Overture’, but on the contrary, used the title ‘Prelude’ for the first time.
Tt was not just a musical combination of the main themes underlying the work, but a kind
of musico-dramatic preambulum of the opera itself, in the compositional focal point of
which stands uniquely the Grail theme. In connection with the Zurich concerts in May 1853,
Wagner added a programmatic note, titled ‘The Holy Grail. (Orchestral Prelude)’:

‘Out of a world of hatred and discord love seems to have disappeared: in no community of
mankind can it clearly be seen anymore as lawmaker. Out of the tedious worry about profit
and possession, the only organizer of all world traffic, the human heart’s insatiable cravings
for love at last yearned anew for the stilling of a need that the more glowing and effusive it
arose under the pressure of reality, the less it was satisfied in just this reality. That is why the
enraptured imagination put the source, like the outlet of this inexplicable love’s thirst, outside
the real world, and from longing for a consoling, sensual idea of this supernatural, gave it a
miraculous form soon believed to be really existing, though unapproachably distant, under
the name of the ‘holy Grail’, which was longed for and sought. This was the precious vessel
out of which the Saviour once drank to existence, the last farewell, since out of love for his
brethren he suffered on the cross; the vessel, then, in which his blood was collected in
warmth full of life and kept safe as the source of everlasting love until today. This sacred gob-
let of unworthy humanity was already translated, since an angel host brought it down once
again from heaven’s heights to ardently loving, lonely human beings; in safe hands it gave
marvellously strengthening and blissful happiness by its proximity, and thus consecrated the
pure to earthly champions of eternal love. — This wonderful delivery thete of the Grail in the
retinue of the angel host, its presentation to supremely honoured humankind, the composer
of ‘LOHENGRIN’ — a knight of the Grail — chose as prelude for his drama, a representation
in tones on the subject that for the elucidation of the imagination, permitted him to bring it
forward here as an object for the eyes. — To the ecstatic view of highest, supernatural yearning
of love there seems to condense out of the clearest blue heavenly ether a wonderful, yet at first
hardly perceptible, sight of magical vision; falling imperceptibly from bright heights in infi-
nitely delicate lines, there emerges with gradually growing definition the miraculous angel
host, bearing in its midst the sacred vessel. As the manifestation is revealed ever more clearly
and more visibly floating down to the earthly vale, it pours forth enrapturing sweet scents;
enchanting mists flow down out of its gilded clouds, and captivate the senses of the aston-
ished, until in the innermost depths of the quivering heart, with wonderfully holy stirring,
flares in the breast of the beholder now blissful pain, now shuddering beatific desire; in it
swell all crushed seeds of love, resurrected with irresistible power to wonderful growth by
the invigorating magic of the vision: how much it expands, yet it wants to burst forth with
powerful yearning, with an urgent abandonment, a drive to dissolution, such as no human
heart has yet felt. And still this feeling revels again in highest, happiest delight, as in an ever
more harmonious proximity the divine vision spreads out before the transfigured senses; and
as finally the holy vessel shows itself in marvellous bare reality and will visibly satisfy the eyes
of the worthy; as from its divine contents the Grail sends out the sun’s rays of exalted love
over a long distance like the flashing of a heavenly fire, so that all hearts tremble in the circle
of the gleaming flames of the eternal glow: there the beholder grows faint; he sinks down in
adoring self-annihilation. Yet the Grail now pours out its blessing on him, consecrating him
as its knight, lost in love’s delight; the flashing flames die away to an ever more gentle gleam,
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which like a breath of the most unspeakable bliss and emotion now spreads over the earthly
vale and fills the adoring breast with never imagined bliss. In chaste joy, smilingly looking
down, the angel host now floats up again on high: it led the world afresh to the springs of love
that run dry on earth; it left the Grail behind in the protection of pure human beings, in
whose hearts alone its content is blessedly poured forth; and in the brightest light of the
heavenly blue ether the sublime host disappears as beforehand it had approached from it.’
(Richard Wagner, Sinztliche Werke, vol. 26: Dokumente und Texte zu ‘Lobengrin’, eds. John
Deathridge and Klaus Doge (Mainz, 2003), 132)

Klaus Doge
Translation: Margit M. McCorkle

Overture: Tannhaduser

Composed: 1842-1845

First performance: 19 October 1845 in Dresden

conducted by the composer

Original publisher: C. F. Meser (on commission), Dresden, 1845
Instrumentation: 3 Flutes (also Piccolo), 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
4 Horns, 3 Trumpets, 3 Trombones, Bass Tuba — Timpani, Triangle,
Cymbals, Tambourine — Strings

Duration: ca. 15 minutes

Like Der fliegende Hollinder, Tannhiuser und der Singerkrieg auf Wartburg is one of those
early stage works with whose final form Wagner was to struggle for decades after the first per-
formance. In the case of Tannhdiuser, whose premiere in Dresden (1845) is separated by
exactly 30 years from the last performance to be personally supervised by the composer, in
Vienna (1875), Wagner never did produce a final version, a definitive form for the work. For
Wagner’s statements after 1875 as recorded in Cosima Wagner’s diaries — including the
famous entry of 23 January 1883: ‘He says he still owes the world Tannbiuser’ — are to be
understood as referring not only to the plan for a model performance in Bayreuth but also
to projected alterations, relating either vaguely to the entire score or to specific parts. The
reason why no further revision was undertaken may on the one hand be that there was no
specific reason to do so, or it may have been because of the quarrel with Adolf Fiirstner,
the proprietor of the publishing house, over the matter of royalties for the scenes from
Tannbéuser which had been re-composed in Paris. It was clearly for this reason that Fiirstner
did not print the score until after Wagner’s death, using the engraver’s copy which had
already been complete before the Vienna performance. A typical entry by Cosima on
13 November 1882 was her husband’s complaint that Fiirstner ‘doesn’t publish the score of
Tannhauser, “if 1 want to revise Tannhduser 1 have no score.”” The numerous alterations to
the score between 1845 and 1875 were as a general rule made in connection with impending
performances. They have no common denominator, inasmuch as the corrections intended



X

wete often bound up with specific concessions arising from particular theatrical circum-
stances. It was always only a question of specific parts of the work. In some cases, such as the
ending, a number of changes were involved, and the scope of the alterations to the score
ranged from individual bars to the re-composition of entire scenes.

The generally accepted assertion that Tannbiuser has a ‘Dresden version’ and a ‘Paris ver-
sion’, which exist side by side or can even be in competition with each other, finds no support
either in the history of the work or in the composer’s own intentions. In the first place, there
are certainly far more than only two versions, if each of the many changes — both large and
small — which Richard Wagner undertook over a period of 30 years is to be regarded as con-
stituting a new ‘version’. Even if one does not go so far as this but prefers to reserve the
description ‘version’ only for those forms of the work which differ significantly from other
forms musically and dramatically, one can speak legitimately of four versions: 1. the version
of the autograph and of the Dresden premiere; 2. the version with altered ending, which
Wagner published in the Meser Verlag in 1860; 3. the version of the Paris performance of
1861; 4. the version of the Vienna performance of 1875 which Wagner arranged to be pub-
lished by Fiirstner. It is only because opera houses — and the public as well — are more
dependent on the publisher than they are on the composer that it is normally No. 2 rather
than No. 1 which is known as the ‘Dresden version’ and No. 4 rather than No. 3 which is
known as the ‘Paris version’ (the terminology is of our century). Nos. 1 and 3 have never been
published complete in full score.

It seems to be far more important, however, that in Wagner’s own mind only one Tannhdiuser
existed, and that was always the most recent form of the work that he had created. Whenever
he altered anything in the work, the original form automatically became a superseded stage;
indeed, it was only an ‘outline’, only a ‘sketch’, as he once described the relationship between
the old and new endings of the opera (letter to Theodor Uhlig, 15 September 1851); really,
the old ending ‘should be known no longer and thus disappear completely from the piano
score! (Phew! The devil take the “ossia”!)’. Wagner expressed himself in a comparable, if
a little less sanguine, manner after 1861 in describing the relationship between the newly-
composed Venusberg scenes and what had been there previously. As far as we know, he never
spoke of ‘versions’, but of ‘new scenes’ or ‘revisions’, and certainly not of ‘Dresden’ or ‘Paris’
versions. He would hardly have granted those two towns, whose court theatres had particu-
larly disappointed him with their performances of Tannhduser, the privilege of being singled
out in this way as representing stages in his development as an artist.

If one wishes to remain faithful to Richard Wagner’s intentions, then the work must be
neither published nor performed today in a form other than that of the final version (Vienna
1875) with which Wagner was not completely satisfied. Beginning with Cosima Wagner’s pro-
duction in 1891, Bayreuth also recognised the authenticity of this ‘final version’; nevertheless,
Felix Mottl personally edited two ‘versions’ in full score which were published by the same
publishing house, namely No. 2 and No. 4, and thus highlighted the difference in substance
between the ‘version for stage use’ (‘biihnengebriuchliche Fassung’) and the ‘new revision’
(‘neue Bearbeitung’), as they were still called at the turn of the 19th century. This happened
against the background of a general discussion which is still being carried on today — the
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discussion about the dramatic or musical compatibility of the older with the more recent
in the Tannhduser complex, indeed about the possible difference in quality between them,
and, ultimately, the legitimacy of ‘mixed’ performing versions. The fact that Wagner himself
changed the generic description of the work from ‘Groe romantische Oper’ to ‘Handlung’
provides us with very little help in solving such problems, since he also intended the editions
of the ‘version for stage use’ to have the more modem title.

The situation regarding the sources for the earliest 1845 version is unusual. There is no auto-
graph manuscript, but there are several copies of a facsimile print. Wagner wrote the score on
a special paper from which the lithographic plates were prepared: the paper itself was
destroyed. 100 copies of the whole work were printed, and about 30 of these can still be locat-
ed today. The plates do not appear to exist any more. It was probably during the printing
process that Wagner re-wrote the last page of the overture in an altered form and either sub-
stituted it for the original page or pasted it over the latter in all the copies. Shortly after the
edition had been produced, he had a copyist make small corrections in all the copies, and
these were written in ink. This main text includes these corrections but not the later variants,
which were not inserted in all the copies because Wagner had already given away a few of
them. The basis for this edition is a copy in the possession of the publishers B. Schott’s Séhne;
about ten others were consulted for purposes of comparison. The engraved edition of 1860,
for which Wagner himself made the majority of the corrections, was also used in order to
eliminate those errors which still remained in the autograph.

Reinhard Strohm
Translation: David Jenkinson
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