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Preface

Overture: The Flying Dutchman

Composed: 5-20 November 1841 in Paris

First performance: 2 January 1843, Dresden, conducted by the composer
First publication: operatic full score, Dresden, 1844; revised overture: 1860
Orchestration: 2 flutes (piccolo), 2 oboes (cor anglais), 2 clarinets,

2 bassoons — 4 hotns, 2 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuba — timpani — harp —
strings

Duration: ca. 11 minutes

Wagner's artistic intetest in the legend of the Flying Dutchman was awakened during his
vears as Kapelimeister in Riga (1837-9), ‘It was at this petiod that I first got to know the sub-
ject matter of Der fliegende Hollinder’, he wrote in A Communication to my Friends, in which
he looked back on his career from the vantage point of 1851. ‘“The subject attracted me and
left an indelible impression on me.” In his Autobiographical Sketch of 1842-3, Wagner addi-
tionally describes the way in which the legend suddenly acquired greater relevance for him
during his voyage from Riga to London in the summer of 1839: “This sea journey will remain
forever engraved on my memory; it lasted three and a half weeks and was fraught with all
manner of accidents. Three times we were caught up in the most violent storms, and on one
occasion the captain was obliged to take shelter in a Norwegian harbour. Sailing between the
Norwegian skerries left a curious impression on my imagination, and the legend of the Flying
Dutchman, which I heard confirmed on the lips of the sailors, now took on a quite specific
and individual colour in my mind.’

Wagner arrived in Paris on 17 September 1839, and between 2 and 6 May 1840 he prepared
a prose draft for an opera based on the legend of the doomed seafarer. He wrote it in French
with the intention of having it worked up into a libretto by one of the famous French poets of
the day, hoping in turn that he would then be commissioned to set it to music for the Paris
Opéra. But the commission failed to materialise, and so Wagner prepared a German hbretto
of his own between 18 and 28 May 1841, completing the composition draft by 22 August and
putting the finishing touches to the full score of Der fliegende Holldnder on 21 Octoher 1841.
As yet, however, the work did not include the overture, which Wagner did not begin until
5 November and which he completed by 20 November 1841 at the latest. As the last number
to be written, it reflects the overture’s traditional function of establishing the mood of the
following opera and was based on seven of the opera’s principal themes and motifs; the
Dutchman’s motto-like motif, with its intervals of fourths and fifths; the motif associated with
the ghostly crew of the Dutchman’s ship from the choral scene that opens Act Three; the
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motif used to depict the Dutchman’s eternal wanderings; the theme heard during his opening
monologue, when he expresses his longing for death; the redemption motif; the motif of
fidelity in love from Senta’s Ballad; and, finally, the theme of the Sailors’ Chorus. As Wagner
observed in a programme note that he wrote in 1853, these motifs are presented and devel-
oped in such a way that the whole plot of Der fliegende Hollinder is recounted in purely
musical terms,

The 1841 version of the overture was heard for the first time when the whole opera received
its first performance in Dresden under Wagnher’s own direction on 2 Januaty 1843. By the
time that he conducted it at the Salle Ventadour in the Théftre Italien in Paris seventeen
years later on 25 January 1860, the overture had a different ending. This was an ending that
Wagner had written earlier that same month and that he described in a letter to Karl Eckert
of 21 February 1860 as ‘an improvement inasmuch as it gives the whole piece 4 more solemn
character’. This ending is also known as the “Tristan ending’, an expression suggested by
Wagner himself in his letter to Mathilde Wesendonck of 10 April 1860, in which he writes
that ‘only now that [ have written Isolde’s ultimate transfiguration have I been able to find the
right ending for the overture to the Flying Dutchman’. This later ending is the one that is
normally heard today. Its final bars featute a further quotation of the redemption motif from
Senta’s Ballad, creating a sense of transfiguration as a result of the way in which the motif is
formally, harmonically and instrumentally highlighted.

Prelude; The Mastetsingers

Composed: 13-20 April 1862 in Biebrich, concert-ending: autumn 1862
First performance: 1 November 1862, Leipzig Gewandhaus, conducted by
the composer

Original publisher: full score, B. Schott’s S6hne Mainz, 1868
Otrchestration: 2 flutes (piccolo), 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 hassoons - 4 borns,
3 trumpets, 3 trombones, tuha — timpani, triangle, cymbals - harp — strings
Duration:; ca, 10 minutes

If we may believe Wagner’s reminiscences in Mein Leben, the initial idea for the Prelude to
Act One of Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg came to him during a train journey from Venice
to Vienna between 11 and 13 November 1861: ‘It was during this journey that I was struck by
the earliest musical ideas for Die Messtersinger; [...]1 1 immediately conceived the main part of
the overture in C major, and did so, moreover, with total clarity.” No such sketches have sur-
vived, but it is striking that immediately after returning to Vienna, Wagner set about revising
the text of Die Meistersinger, the earliest prose draft of which dates from the summer of 1845,
The libretto was completed by the end of January 1862. It may have been at this time that
Wagner jotted down the eatliest musical sketches, including those for the Prelude that he
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mentions in his autobiography: ‘In the course of a beautifully sunny evening that allowed me
to contemplate the magnificent view of “Golden” Mainz and the majestic Rhine flowing past
it from the balcony of my apartment {in Bicbrich] in a transfiguring light, the Prelude to my
Meistersinger that had once appeared to me like some distant apparition rising up from a
mood of dejection suddenly re-emerged before my soul in startling closeness and clarity. I set
about writing the Prelude, just as it appears in the score today, including the main themes of
the entire drama, which were already fully defined.”

The earliest tangible evidence of Wagner’s work on the Prelude is an orchestral sketch which,
written in the form of a short score, is dated ‘Biebrich, 13 April 1862" at the beginning and
‘Ist day of Easter [i.e., 20 April 18621 at the end. Wagner began to work on the full score of
the Prelude on 3 June 1862, taking it over into the full score of the opera, on which he worked
between 1863 and 1867 and which he presented to his patron, King Ludwig II of Bavaria, at
Christmas 1867.

During the time he spent in Biehrich, Wagner regularly held musical soirées, and these evi-
dently set him thinking, prompting him to write to one of his friends in Vienna, Josef
Standthartner, on 5 October 1862: ‘1 cannot continue to keep my works locked away as T have
done in the past. And so [ am now in the process of selecting passages from Das Rheingold,
Die Walkiive, Der junge Siegfried, Tristan and Die Meistersinger that are designed to be intelli-
gible and effective in concert form.” From Die Messtersinger Wagner chose Pogner’s Address,
Sachs’s Cobbling Song, Walther’s Trial Seng and the Prelude. In conversation with his second
wife, Cosima, on 26 November 1879 Wagner had the following te say about this last-named
piece: ‘No one has yet talked, for example, about the new form of this Prelude; it is really
a march with a trio, the theme of the tric appearing first in a whispered, fragmentary
way before emerging as a broadly fiowing melody.” During the late aummn of 1862 Wagner
prepared a two-bar concert version of the ending of the Prelude comprising three chords in
C major. This concert version received its first performance under Wagner’s own direction
at the Leipzig Gewandhaus on 1 November 1862, five and a half years before the Munich
premiére of the opera itself. Wagner recalled the occasion in his 1869 essay, On Conducting:
‘The first time that I performed this Prelude was at a private concert in Leipzig, [...] and it
was played so well by the orchestra that the very small audience, consisting almost exclusive-
ly of friends from cut of town, demanded tbat it should be repeated, a request to which the
players, who appeared to be in entire agreement with the listeners on this point, were delight-
ed to accede.’

Klaus Doge
Translation: Stewart Spencer
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