Prelude and Liebestod from Tristan and Isolde (1857-59)

by Richard Wagner (1813-1883)

Tristan and Isolde was first performed in Munich under the aegis of King Ludwig of Bavaria on June 10, 1865. As was his custom, Wagner wrote his own libretto for Tristan, which he apparently based on a Celtic legend. According to Joseph Kerman, “dramatically speaking Tristan and Isolde is Wagner’s best work, the clearest in form and idea, and the most complete in realization.” Musically, the opera is commonly regarded as a major landmark in the history of Western music and a quintessential expression of the Romantic Zeitgeist. Each of the three acts moves towards one climactic moment, when the first theme of the opera’s Prelude recurs in complete form: in Act I, at the drinking of the love-potion; in Act II, after King Mark’s question “Why this disgrace?”; in Act III, at the moment of Tristan’s death. Together, they reveal what Wagner clearly regarded as a triumphal progression from love through its ally night to an ultimate attainment of death. The love-death of Isolde, which closes the opera, thus becomes a final blessing for the lovers. The plot deals with the love story of Tristan and Isolde. The knight Tristan has won Isolde as a bride for King Mark. Aided by a love potion, the two betray the King and are discovered. Tristan returns home wounded, recounts the tale, and upon the arrival of Isolde with the news of pardon, dies.

... The prevalence of chromaticism extends almost to its limits the traditional system of functional harmony. Tonal ambiguity also results from his continual modulation, studied avoidance of cadences, frequent enharmonicism, and unusual resolutions of the half-diminished-seventh chord. In addition, Wagner occasionally uses seventh chords and even ninth chords as consonances, and he depends heavily upon suspensions, appoggiaturas, and accented passing-tones to represent the restless, yearning nature of the drama.

The increased importance of the orchestra’s role underlies and makes possible the Wagnerian concept of music drama. By keeping the audience aware of deeper meanings and the relationships of dramatic events and feelings, Wagner’s orchestra actually elucidates the psychological course of the drama. Rather than being sung, the all-important web of leitmotifs is generally spun by the orchestra. One of the greatest of orchestrators, Wagner was not content with the usual resources of the Romantic symphony orchestra; he expanded that body so that a chord of homogeneous timbre could be performed by each instrumental choir. For this purpose, his woodwinds section includes English horn and bass clarinet, while his brasses include bass trombone and tuba. For their part, the strings require reinforcement to balance the augmented winds. Despite its great size, however, the Wagnerian orchestra frequently acheives delicate chamber effects.

~ David Poultney in Studying Music History

zeitgeist = the general intellectual, moral, and cultural state of an era.

leitmotif = an associated melodic phrase or figure that accompanies the reappearance 


of an idea, person, or situation in a Wagnerian music drama.
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