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RICHARD WAGNER,

OVERTURE TO

Richard Wagner preceded his Tann-
hduser, the first performance of which
took place under the direction of the
composer at the Royal Opera House in
Dresden on the 19th October, 1845, hy
an Overture which belongs to the mos!
brilliant orchestral compositions of its
kind.

It was during those Paris years of
distress that Wagner published in 1841,
in the Revue et Gazette Musicale, his
very remarkable treatise “On the Over-
ture’”, Beside an attempt at an histori-
cal development of this form of musical
art the author outlines the share of the
instrumental introduction in the drama
and its relation to it, From the point
of view at which he arrives, the Over-
ture to Gluck’s Iphigénie en Aulide,
and to Mozart's Don Giovanni, appear
to him as ideal examples; Weber, in
this conmection, is praised as the “in-
ventor of dramatic phantasy”. Wagner
shows the highest admiration for Beet-
hoven's works of this kind, especially
for the great Overture to Leonore (IIL);
but “. .. far from giving merely a musi-
cal introduction to the drama, it already
presents it to us in a completer and
more moving form than the subsequent
intermittent action. The work is no
longer an overture but the most power-
ful drama itselt”. In Wagner's opinion
it is the purpose of the overture fo
encompass the general spirit of the ac-

“TANNHAUSER”

tion without the misuse of musical
means, and to conduct it towards a so-
lution which corresponds “apprehensi-
vely” to that of the drama. “Thus the
point of contact with the dramatic sub-
ject would lie in the character of the
two principle themes and in the move-
ment which these impart to the musical
elaboration.”

These directions are for the first time
reflected in  the Introduction to the
“Flying Dutchman” and althogether de-
cide the construction of the Tannhduser
Overture, a synihesis between sonata-form
and programmatic ideas. The two most
important things, the Pilgrim’s Chorus
and the complex of motifs in the Venus-
berg, conslitule with their antagonism
the elements of the musical action and
therewith embrace essentially the spiri-
tual attitude of the drama. The idea
of redemption, which with few excep-
tions penetrates Wagnert's entire work,
is here again the driving force. The
confrontation of the pious singing of
the Rome pilgrims, foreboding salva-
tion, with the lustful, sensual frenzy
in the realm of Venus, however,
does not lead to a forcible decision;
in fact the Pilgrim's Chorus, which
recurs at the end of the Overture
in triumphal splendour, is “the re-
joicing of the Venusberg iself a
the delivery from the curse of dam-
nation ..."”
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With these words the explanation
closes which Wagner, as conductor of
the Subscription Concerts in Ziirich, had
had printed for the belter understand-
ing of the composilion on the occasion
of its performance on the 16th March,
1852. Among the enthusiastic audience
was that ari-loving woman who was
chosen to exercise a decisive influence
on the genius of Wagner: Mathilde
Wesendonk.

In his introduction to the opera Tann-
hduser, borne by honest enthusiasm,
Liszt summarizes with regard to the
Overture: “... it is a poem on the
same object as his Opera, just as
comprehensive as this” (Coll. Works,
Vol. 11I/2). This judgment immediately
reminds of Wagner's criticism of the
Leonore Overture which he condemned
as an introduction to the drama for the
very reason. Thus the sceplicism to-
wards his own work may have been in-

voluntarily awakened by. Liszt, and so
strongly fostered by the Ziirich perfor-
mance, that Wagner declared in a letter
to his friend Uhlig in Dresden, on the
20th March, 1852: “It has its place in
the concert hall, not only in the theatre
before the opera: there, if it were for
me to decide, | would only have the
first tempo of the overture executed; the
rest is — in the happy case of under-
standing — too much before the drama,
but otherwise too little.*

It was lastly from this self-criticism
that the curtailment of the Overture ori-
ginated which is characteristic for the
Paris arrangement. For the memorable
performance in Vienna—26nd November,
1875 —Wagner desired the immediate
transition from the overture to the
Bacgchanal which had been deprived of
its first 26 bars.

This form has been raised to tra-
dition ‘in Bayreuth.

Max Hochkofler
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