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Die Meistersinger is Wagner's sole comic opera. The opera's Prelude, one of the most popular of all
concert hall selections, is a musical summary of the entire work. It opens with the grandiose theme,
associated with the Master Singers themselves -those solid, worthy, and somewhat pompous
guildmen who have learned to sing by the book and who see to it that no one sings with out it. A
restless, searching theme sometimes called the Lyric Motive is stated briefly by the strings, then
interrupted by the magisterial March of the Master Singers (a theme, by the way, which Wagner
based squarely on one of the old "prize master tones"). The development of the March and related
themes is arrested by the entry of The Prize Song-the melody with which Walther finally wins the
approval of the Master Singers and the hand of Eva. There is other thematic material in the Prelude,
but these are the most easily recognized motives, and the ones most fully exploited as the piece

builds to a re- statement of the opening theme that has no equal for sheer weight and conclusiveness.

A Faust Overture was completed in 1840. Wagner was in Paris at this time, finishing Rienzi,
performing various bits of musical hackwork to support himself, and making determined but largely
futile efforts to interest the Parisian musical establishment in Wagner and his works. Because of its
early date and its purely instrumental nature, Faust has a special interest for a student of Wagner's
style-but it also has its own appreci- able merits. Though it is regarded as a symphonic poem, it was

initially intended as the first movement of a more or less conventional symphony on the Faust theme.

Wagner abandoned the project to work on Fliegende Hollander, and in doing so turned his back on
symphonic composition forever. The Overture is in sonata form, and is illustrative of Faust in
solitude-"long- ing, despairing, cursing," and Wagner. The introduction (for bass tuba and double
basses) is, surprisingly, a bit suggestive of Gounod's picture of the despairing Faust; a variation of this
opening theme is the movement's main subject. The develop- ment, recapitulation, and coda are all
quite reqularly elaborated, and the composition's total effect is at times reminiscent of Beethoven,
Mendelssohn, Schumann - even Tchaikovsky - but almost never of the later Wagner. Another
longtime concert favorite is the brief Prelude to Act Ill of Lohengrin, the last (1848) of Wagner's
pre-Ring, pre-Tristan operas, and perhaps the most accessible and sure-fire of all his works. This

prelude precedes the Bridal Chamber Scene; Elsa, having been accused of murder but vindicated in
trial by combat by Lohengrin, has just married him, and the music depicts the joy of the wedding
celebration. The bustling main theme is interrupted by a middle section derived from the famous bridal
chorus. The Flying Dutchman (Der Fliegende Hollander) dates from 1841, and is thus the earliest of
Wagner's operas to still hold a place in the repertory. It was a story in a collection of Heinrich Heine's
that first aroused Wagner's interest in the legend of the Dutchman as the subject for an opera. (It is, of
course, the tale of the captain eternally bound to an oath that compels him to sail the seas till
Judgment Day dawns, or until a woman proves faithful to her bond to him-either circumstance being
regarded as only a remote possibility.) The famous overture evokes the storm-blasted Norwegian coast,
and makes use 01 thematic material from the opera. The dominant motives, in their order of appear-
ance are: 1) The Dutchman's own motive, with which the overture opens, 2) The motive associated with
Senta's love and fealty, 3} A theme taken from the Dutchman's Act | monolog (the passage beginning
"Wie oft in Meeres tiesten Schlund") connected with the Dutch man's restless wandering, and 4) A
jolly sailor's song, first sung m the opera by members of Daland's crew. These themes are alternated
and developed until, at the overture's end, Senta's peaceful theme emerges as a sign of redemption.
Rienzi, the Last of the Tribunes, was Wagner's first successful opera. It is a full-scale, old-fashioned
grand opera of five acts. Its libretto deals with various feuds and uprisings during the fourteenth
century in. Rome, much complicated by a love affair between Rienzi's sister, Irene, and a scion of one of
the warring families. The opera was initially performed at Dresden in October of 1841, and was
enthusiastically received; in this century, it has been accorded only very occasional revivals, though the
overture is a familiar concert selection. This overture is based on themes from the opera, among which
five are easily recognized: 1) The Trumpet Call, which opens the piece and recurs at several points, 2)
Rienzi's Prayer, a Aowing melody which is the opera's most famous tune, 3) The Cry-for Freedom,
derived from the choral finale of the first act, 4) The Battle Hymn, which is first stated by unison
trombones, and 5) A motive from the Act Il finale, which dominates the second half of the overture.
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