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More than any other individual composer's music, Wagner's music has its 
own special terminology. "Gesamrkunstwerk;' "absolute music;' "music drama;' 
"Stabreim;' "music of the future;' "leitmotifs" and other terms formed part of 
an aesthetic theory that he developed in a series of publications, the so-called 
Zurich writings, from 1849 to 1851. 1 However, in their original context, these 
terms were used so casually that it is hard to believe Wagner was aware he 
was coining new catchwords. It was in the response to his writings, where they 
were summarized, explicated, interpreted, and criticized by both advocates 
and detractors that the terms emerged and crystallized. They became part 
of the Wagner lexicon, despite the fact that Wagner himself rejected some 
of them and favored others that did not catch on. In this chapter, I offer 
the perspective of a music historian. My aim lies not in examining how the 
term "Gesamtkunstwerk" came to take on a life of its own and be interpreted 
creatively, a task that falls more to the volume as a whole. Rather, I offer a 
historical account of the circumstances and influences that led Wagner to use 
the term in the first place, as well as a hypothesis about why he did not favor it 
as a descriptor for his stage works. 

TI1e term Gesamrkunstwerk appears in Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft (The 
Artwork of the Future, 1849) but not in the following treatise Oper und Drama 
(Opera and Drama, 1851). My essay surveys the main points of scholarly con­
tendon regarding these Zurich texts, all the while recognizing that there is no 
foreseeable end to the quest to understand writings that, at times, verge on 
complete opacity. By examining key passages where Wagner describes how the 
different arts come together to make up an opera, my reading finds that Wag­
ner's outlook changes significantly from one text to the other. My excavation of 
the way Wagner himself used the term before it started being widely used has 
consequences for understanding the crucial issue of Wagner's political ambi-
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tions for his artworks. In particular, I propose that "Gesamtkunstwerk" prop­
erly refers to Wagner's plans for a politically motivated artwork, in distinction 
to "music drama" (Musikdrama) which speaks primarily to Wagner's views on 
operatic reform. Of course, Gesamtkunstwerk will continue to accrue different 
meanings for which Wagner's original definition is irrelevant. 2 But for those 
interested in how it relates to vVagner, I offer a musicological investigation of 
his distinction between Gesamtkunstwerk and music drama as a way to un­
derstand some central issues in Wagner's thought. Briefly stated, I suggest that 
the differences between the two terms can function heuristically to articulate 
differences between theory and practice, and between his political and aesthetic 
priorities. 

I begin with a brief overview of the history of opera as a total work of art in 
order to put Wagner's aesthetics in musical-historical context. Then, I trace the 
emergence of the term Gesamtkunstwerk and how it became part of the spe­
cial vocabulary associated with Wagner. A discussion of recent scholarship on 
Wagner's aims for Gesamtkunstwerk follows, which reveals a range of opinions 
regarding the extent and duration of Wagner's political commitment. Against 
this background, I explore Wagner's aspirations by comparing the two major 
Zurich writings, Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft and Oper und Drama. Finally, I 
examine Wagner's shift in views over this relatively short period with reference 
to a change in his use of rhetoric. In sum, I contend that Wagner's writing grad­
ually shed the political hortatory style evident during the revolutionary years 
of 1848-1849 and became more figurative, relying increasingly on extended 
metaphors and analogies to describe his plans for creating a new kind of op­
era. In Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft, Wagner envisions a Gesamtkunsrwerk by 
and for the people. By the time he writes Oper und Drama, though, he depicts 
his new kind of opera as the result of music and drama coming together like 
woman and man in the act of sexual love. 

The Gesamtkunstwerk in the History of Opera 

The concept of the "total work of art" is much larger than a chapter on Wagner 
in the history of opera. In fact, the history of debates about opera's integration 
of its individual components is as long as opera itself As Christopher Morris 
has recently observed: 

Measured against the possibiliry of rediscovering a lost unity-between 
poetry and music in Hellenic theatre-a conviction shared by so many of the 
theorists and practitioners of opera, from the Florentine Camerata through the 
eighteenth-century philosophers to Wagner-opera was always haunted by an 
ancient ghost and found wanting by comparison. That ghost was Arisrode. 3 
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Aristotle's requirements for unity were part of the discussions of the 
Florentine Camerata, which is credited with creating the first works in the 
operatic genre at the end of the sixteenth century. Their reconstruction of 
ancient Greek tragedy was based on the idea that it had been sung rather than 
spoken throughout, so that the meaning of the words was inseparable from the 
expressive and musical aspects of their sound. 4 Although this background was 
well known to musicologists in the eighteenth century and had been extensively 
described by early nineteenth-century historians and critics, Wagner never 
acknowledged that the first works in the operatic repertoire came into being as 
an attempt to bring together arts that had gone their separate ways.5 

Wagner's lengthiest theoretical text, Oper und Drama, includes his most 
detailed historical account of opera. As part of a polemic attacking the opera 
of his time, his version departs from the standard narrative that had been 
established by the mid nineteenth century, and presents opera's history as a 
descent into corruption. Any historical attempts to restore dramatic unity to 
opera that Wagner deigns to mention are dismissed. This includes the reforms 
called for in the eighteenth century by Chrisroph Willibald von Gluck, who 
famously supported the call to make the music subordinate to the drama in a 
formulation that is dose to Wagner's own declaration in bold type at the onset 
of Oper und Drama, "that a Means of expression (Music) has been made the 
end, while the End of expression (the Drama) has been made a means:' 6 

Oper und Drama devotes far more pages to decrying how the whole has 
been split into isolated parts than to strategizing how to restore unity. It fol­
lows the premise of the other Zurich writings in attributing the downfall of art 
to its being severed from sociopolitical life and becoming merely commercial 
entertainment. But nowhere else does Wagner go so far in denigrating music as 
an art unto itself. Music on its own here is deemed "absolute" music, meaning 
'just" music or "only" music in a dismissive sense. For Wagner, the problem with 
absolute music is precisely that it is "absolute" -so autonomous that it has no 
relationship to anything but itself. Gluck, Weber and Mozart were, in his eyes, 
first and foremost composers ( or, as he calls them, absolute musicians), and 
therefore could not subordinate music in order to achieve a greater integration 
in their operas. In contrast, Wagner presents himself as the anti-absolute: self­
lessly reaching out to create connections (words as well as music) for the sake 
of the drama. 

Wagner did know about other manifestos addressing the need to reform 
opera and integrate its individual elements. His reading of music criticism 
by the previous generation, especially E.T.A. Hoffmann and Carl Maria 
von Weber, influenced his own writing tremendously. For instance, the term 
"music drama;• now a fixed part of the Wagnerian lexicon, appears in E.T.A. 
Hoffmann's praise of Gluck in 1810: "While most of the newer operas are only 
concerts given on the stage and in costume, Gluck's opera is the true music 
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drama ('ctas wahre musikalische Drama"] in which the action proceeds without 
stopping, from moment to moment:' 7 

Weber's writings on opera appear to have given Wagner even more food 
for thought. In his review of Hoffmann's 1816 opera Un dine, Weber declared: 
"Of course when I speak of opera I am speaking of the German ideal, namely a 
self-sufficient work of art in which every feature and every contribution by the 
related arts are molded together in a certain way and dissolve, to form a new 
work:' 8 

Using these passages and others, John Warrack has argued that "the ideal 
of a Gesamtkunstwerk (if not by this name) had a long history in Germany 
... [and] what tended to distinguish the German writings from those of 
other nations was the ideal of a genuine fusion of the arts, rather than their 
simultaneous stage presence:' 9 In Carl Maria von Weber and the Search for a 
German Opera, Stephen Meyer has also presented evidence that demonstrates 
that the issue of unifying the arts into an operatic whole pre-dates Wagner and 
even Weber in Germany. 10 In sum, although the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk 
is overwhelmingly attributed to Wagner, the aim of transforming the separate 
arts into a single artwork has long been central to the history of opera, and of 
German opera in particular. 

The Problem with Naming the Gesamtkunstwerk 

Wagner did not take cre~e Gesamtkunstwerk concept, nor for the term 
/ 

itsel£ As Nicholas y'azsonyi's chapter in this volume points out, the fact that 
Gesamtkunstw5rl{;_nd music drama became Wagnerian "trademarks" had little 
to do with Wagner himself; both terms are largely absent from his writings. 
Vazsonyi shows that the term Gesamtkunstwerk appeared in print before 
Wagner "coined" it, and I have found evidence that it was used without ref­
erence to Wagner for a time both before and after his "appropriation" of it. 11 

As previously mentioned, Wagner does not use Gesamtkunstwerk at all in the 
most elaborate exposition of his artistic system, Oper und Drama, preferring 
instead the simple "Drama" or occasionally "Drama der Zukunft" (Drama of 
the Future) or"Kunstwerk der Zukunft" (Artwork of the Future) as the genre 
he proposes to create. It is worth remembering, too, that the titles of the main 
Zurich essays refer to a "Kunstwerk" and a "Drama" not a "Gesamtkunstwerk" 
and a "Music Drama:' In his most forthright statement from the Zurich years, 
Wagner declared: "Because I do not care to invent any arbitrary name for these 
works, I will simply call them dramas, since that at least indicates the stand­
point from which they are to be understood:' 12 

Gesamtkunstwerk as a Wagner trademark emerged rather slowly. Music 
periodicals started using the term with any frequency only in the 1870s. 

l 
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Significantly, it appeared most often in the Musikalisches Wochenblatt, an 
independent pro-Wagner journal, and in the Bayreuther Blatter, founded in 
1878 with Wagner's encouragement. But for the vast majority of music journals 
in the late nineteenth century, the term is only used once or twice in passing. 
Moreover, there is no mention of Gesamtkunstwerk in places where we might 
well expect it. It is altogether absent from contemporary writings on the first 
Bayreuth Festival in 1876, such as Friedrich Nietzsche's "Richard Wagner in 
Bayreuth:' 13 The term also does not seem to have figured in the tremendous 
effort to promote Der Ring des Nibelungen and its first complete performance 
at the theater for which it was specially built. 14 If the number and variety of 
reference works or guides for Wagner enthusiasts had dramatically increased 
by the end of the nineteenth century, it was only in the twentieth century that 
such publications began to employ Gesamtkunstwerk as an essential term for 
understanding Wagner's works. 15 

In a recent article, Lydia Goehr calls attention to the many notable incon­
sistencies in recent scholarship when it comes to designating Wagner's works 
as operas or music dramas. Her thesis is that "a significant part of the tension 
regarding naming and titling, as it manifests itself in Wagner's oeuvre, turns on 
a move Wagner encouraged, to cease thinking about names and titles as merely 
descriptive or classificatory and to start thinking about them as pointing to­
ward an unnamable ideal:' 16 However true this might have been about Wagner's 
intention, in practice the terms tools on a life of their own, as others sought 
to explain Wagner and his works. To give just one relatively recent example, 
Jurgen Kuhnel, in his excellent overview of the prose writings for The Wagner 
Handbook, calls The Artwork of the Future: "A general aesthetic theory which 
centers on what Wagner referred to only in passing as the Gesamtkunstwerk:' 17 

He continues by stating that "Oper und Drama finally gives concrete form to 
the aesthetics of the Gesamtkunstwerk as the aesthetics of music drama:' 18 He 
could have said more clearly and more simply that Oper und Drama finally 
gives concrete form to the general aesthetic theory of Das Kunstwerk der Zu­
kunft without ever using the terms "Gesamtkunstwerk" and "music drama:' 19 

But these "buzz words" are tempting not because they explain the concept, but 
rather because they substitute labels for definitions. 20 

Assessing the Political Dimension of Wagner's Works 

In general, the explication of Wagner's aesthetics is complicated by the long 
span of his life, his stylistic evolution, his massive corpus of critical writings 
(which often contradict each other), and his multiple roles as poet, musician, 
and thinker. The Wagner literature exhibits a whole range of interpretations 
on the relationship among Wagner's writings, dramatic works, and political 
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beliefs. After World War II, Wagner's works were "denazified" by focusing on 
the analysis of the music's formal features. Carl Dahlhaus, the pre-eminent 
German musicologist of the second half of the twentieth century, authored 
many influential books and essays on Wagner, in which he contended that 
"political convictions meant nothing to Wagner except in relation to the idea 
of musical drama, the measure of all things for him ... Art was the only idea 
in which Wagner believed:'21 American musicologists such as Thomas Grey, 
Anthony Newcomb, and William Kinderman concurred on this point, citing 
Wagner's later writings, where he seemed to assert the primacy of music in the 
total artwork. 22 They generally agreed that Wagner abandoned the ideal of the 
Gesamtkunstwerk following his reading of Schopenhauer, and subsequently 
reinstated music to its position as the highest of the arts.23 The corollary to this 
view, whether or not explicit, was that Wagner invoked Gesamtkunstwerk only 
when he was most directly concerned with art's political function. 

Starting in the 1990s, after the end of the Cold War, scholars outside the 
discipline of musicology approached the tendentious question of Wagner's 
importance as a political thinker and how this dimension affected the 
definition of Gesamtkunstwerk. David J. Levin, James Treadwell, Lydia Goehr, 
Marc Weiner, Linda and Michael Hutcheon, and Slavoj Zizek are examples 
of scholars from other disciplines who have emphasized Wagner's original, 
political formulation of the unity of the arts. 24 

In German musicology, the most prolific and prominent figure who has 
argued that politics was the driving force behind Wagner's creative activity is 
Udo Bermbach. His 1994 book, Der Wahn des Gesamtkunstwerks, is the most 
prominent and extensive presentation of his argument about Gesamtkunstwerk's 
fundamentally political nature, a position he has reiterated in many other 
books and articles. According to Bermbach, Wagner distinguished his views on 
artistic union from earlier synesthetic concepts by inverting a basic Romantic 
premise: instead of aiming to aestheticize "real" life, Wagner insisted that life 
must inform and infuse the artwork. 25 

Bermbach asserts that it is Wagner's new conception of the Volk that lies at 
the heart of the connection between politics and Gesamtkunstwerk. "For him 
the Volk has social and political significance, and it is only because it is unified 
socially and politically that it can realize its potential for artistic productivity:' 26 

Because the Volk is a free association of creative people-an "artistic fellowship 
of the future" as Wagner put it in Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft-only an art­
work that is created communally can embody the ideals of a post-revolutionary 
social order.27 Bermbach draws special attention to a section at the end of Das 
Kunstwerk der Zukunft, where Wagner envisions an ideal society that would 
provide for ''higher, universal, spiritual needs;' through flexible cooperatives of 
artists that form and dissolve as needed. 28 In one of his most radical statements, 
Wagner declares: 
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Each dramatic artwork, as it enters upon life, will therefore be the work of a 
new and never-hitherto-existing, and thus a never-to-be-repeated fellowship of 
artists: its communion will take its rise from the moment when the poet-actor of 
the hero's role exalts his purpose to the common aim of the comrades whom he 
needed for its exposition, and will be dissolved the very instant that this purpose 
is attained. 29 

A political scientist as well as a musicologist, Bermbach is struck by Wagner's 
grasp of modern organizational theory, calling this passage "a plan for flexible 
organizational structures, which follow changing demands and in which there 
is no more place for institutional consolidation and stable, hierarchically 
ordered rankings:' 30 He sees intriguing parallels to initiatives of grassroots 
democracy where citizens come together in ad hoc organizations for a specific 
purpose. Bermbach argues, too, that Wagner continued to be informed by his 
political idealism to the very end. He bases this view on the late essay"Religion 
und Kunst" (Religion and Art, 1880) and characterizes the 1876 Bayreuth 
Festspiele as the realization of the Gesamtkunstwerk concept he first outlined 
in 1849: 

Wagner intended the Festspiel as a celebration of the revolution, as the 
interpretation of revolutionary events in a particular theatrical form ... With 
the idea of the Festspiel, the final component that constitutes the concept of 
Gesamtkunstwerk is specified ... Ir is based upon music drama, on the synthesis 
of the individual arts that it achieves, but it reaches far beyond that. It represents 
above all the performance of Wagnerian music drama in the space of a theatrical 
festival, a festival play, in a theater whose architecture removes every social 
distinction; in a social public space where the separation of stage and spectator no 
longer exists, in which the people take part in the performance, both producing 
and consulting, and in which life, including politics, is subsumed aesthetically 
into a perceptible representation. 31 

In sum, Bermbach seizes on the most radical passages from 1849 that propose 
to dissolve the traditional distinctions of author, work, and audience in order 
to transform society. He asserts that these aims informed Wagner's projects to 
the end of his life. 

Another, equally prominent, German musicologist who has written 
extensively about Wagner, Dieter Borchmeyer, takes the opposite view. His 
entry for "Gesamtkunstwerk" in the current edition of Die Musik in Geschichte 
und Gegenwcirt (MGG), the most prestigious German encyclopedia of music, 
presents the provocative thesis that "Wagner's idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, 
insofar as it actually aims at uniting all the arts, is a purely ideological construct 
(soon abandoned) without any concrete significance for his dramaturgy:' 32 He 
argues that the proof is in the pudding: the operas that were actually completed 
and performed do not realize any of the political aims expressed in the Zurich 
writings. 
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That two pre-eminent scholars have arrived at such different conclusions 
regarding Wagner's political commitment over the course of his career 
demonstrates that the question of the political dimension of Wagner's 
Gesamtkunstwerk is far from settled. My re-examination of the evidence draws 
attention to two factors: the specific historical setting and Wagner's rhetorical 
strategies. This involves, in particular, focusing in on the critical period in 
1849 after the revolutions failed, when Wagner had to run for his life after 
participating in the May uprising in Dresden. Against this context, and drawing 
on an analysis of major shifts in Wagner's metaphors and figures of speech in 
the major Zurich texts, I show how and why Wagner's priorities shifted from 
theory to practice, from politics to aesthetics, and from Gesamtkunstwerk to 
music drama. 

Gesamtkunstwerk and Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft 

Compared to Wagner's other writings, Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft stands out 
for its enthusiasm for the Young Hegelian philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach, to 

whom it is dedicated. In his autobiography, Wagner recalled reading Hegel and 
Feuerbach before he embarked on his own writings at this time. These authors, 
with their difficult prose, seem to have influenced Wagner's already ponderous 
writing style, pushing the Zurich-period works toward almost complete opac­
ity. While Feuerbach's philosophy was a crucial influence on critical thought 
in the lead-up to the revolutions of 1848-49, his popularity waned soon after. 
His impact on Wagner seems to have taken a similar trajectory. Wagner's dis­
covery of Schopenhauer in 1854 also mirrored a general philosophical trend 
that favored a resurgence of metaphysics, and treated Feuerbach like yesterday's 
news. 

While under his spell, Wagner expounded mainly on Feuerbach's ideas on 
the contribution of mutual love to human society and freedom. In the work 
that, by his own admission, struck Wagner most forcefully, Gedanken uber Tod 
und Unsterblichkeit (Thoughts on Death and Immortality), Feuerbach stated: 

Without love, you are inseparable from your particular existence; in love, you 
and your particularity become nothing. But at the same time this perishing is a 
new and more excellent state of being. Accordingly, you exist and do not exist in 
love; love is being and not-being in one, life and death as one life. Love gives life 
and takes it away, destroys and engenders life. 33 

In Part I of Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft, Wagner echoes Feuerbach when 
he declares repeatedly that the highest human need is love. Love also appears 
in a section where Wagner calls for reuniting all the arts: not only music, po­
etry, and dance, but also architecture, sculpture, and painting. Despite this at-
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tempt at inclusiveness, dance, music, and poetry receive the most attention, to 
the point that Wagner's Gesamtkunstwerk could more accurately be described 
as a "Dreikunstwerk:' 34 The other arts are certainly superfluous in Wagner's 
vivid description of how these three "muses" form a single artwork. The detailed 
imagery, possibly inspired by Botticelli's painting "La Primavera;' ends with a 
picture of the three "sisters" kissing and wrapping around each other to make a 
single figure: 

As we gaze at this entrancing circle of the purest and most high-born muses of 
the artistic man, we see the three first stepping forward, each with their loving 
arm entwined around the other's neck; then, now this one and then the other, 
slipping out of their entwinement, as though to show the others her beautiful 
figure in its independence, only brushing with her fingertips the hands of the 
others; now the one, entranced by the view of the double figure of her two firmly 
clasped sisters, leaning towards them; then the two, enchanted by the one, greet 
and do her homage-until finally all, tightly clasped, breast to breast, limb to 

limb, with heated love-kisses join together inro a single blissfully living figure.35 

Wagner's further commentary on the relationship of the three to each other 
sounds very similar to Feuerbach's theory that love annihilates the individual in 
order to give life to a greater whole: 

When at last the pride of all three _arts in their own self-sufficiency shall break 
to pieces, and pass over into love for one another; when at last each art can only 
love itself when mirrored in the others; when at last they cease to be dissevered 
arts-then will they all have power to create the perfect artwork; and their 
own desistence, in this sense, is already of itself this Art-work, their death 
immediately its life.36 

If any of the arts is given priority here, it is dance. Wagner declares that dance 
was the original art because of its primal basis, rhythm, which is also what con­
nects it to music. Towards the end of Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft he returns to 
the image of the three sister arts and how important love is for their ability to 
lose their individuality and gain a higher unified existence. 

Oper und Drama: Love and Procreation 

Wagner began work on Oper und Drama about two years after Das Kunstwerk 
der Zukunft. 37 As discussed above, some scholars see a continuity in the po­
litical aims; others detect a shift in Oper und Drama from an explicit political 
program to a more aesthetically oriented discussion of Wagner's plans for the 
remaking of art. In this much longer essay, Wagner developed different imag­
ery.38 Instead of three sisters as creators of the artwork, he now described how 
a loving woman (music) gives herself up to man (poetry) in order to create 
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the artwork through their sexual love. The three arts have now been reduced 
to two. Wagner's earlier formulation of dance as the original art is cast differ­
ently, so that its rhythmic dimension demotes it to being a part of music. The 
transformation of Wagner's imagery from three sisters to a man and woman 
coming together to procreate can be read in a number of ways. In his recent 
book, Adrian Daub argues for taking the sexual imagery seriously; he "posits 
that there is a logic to the entwinement of these two fields, opera and sexual­
ity, at this precise point in history-that it was necessitated by a concern with 
totality that attained renewed importance in aesthetics in the wake of Wagner 
and with the advent of modernism:' 39 

Daub, however, does not find it necessary to distinguish between love and 
sexuality. He uses the words "erotic;"'sexual;' and"love" interchangeably. He also 
elides gender roles and sex by assuming that the nineteenth-century concept 
of the complementarity of masculine and feminine features is the equivalent 
of the same era's understanding of procreation. I contend that we need to use 
these terms more carefully, precisely because of the changing ways in which 
Wagner's analogies and imagery make use of notions of gender, love, and sex. 
Wagner's preoccupations and priorities about art shift as he moves away from 
seeing artwork as the result of the entwining of three loving sisters to the con­
sequence of a loving couple having sex. Wagner's avid description of the sisters' 
embraces and kisses is erotically charged, but this image does not mark the 
sisters as sexual females capable of childbearing. Their erotic touching leads to 
a literal meltdown, which results in the formation of a single being or artwork. 
In Oper und Drama, music is singled out and characterized as a woman. 111e 
way Wagner stresses this is rhetorically different than his use of other meta­
phors. He announces: "Music is a woman. The nature of Woman is love; but 
this love is receiving and in receiving an unreservedly surrendering, love:'40 It 
seems to me that this strident declaration tries to push beyond metaphor, to say 
"music is not like a woman, music somehow is a woman:' Wagner was trying to 
understand composition as a natural biological process so that he could create 
actual works by using music/woman as the receptacle for the man's/the poet's 
fertilizing seed. Like others at this time, Wagner was in the dark about how 
and what exactly the woman contributes to the child to which she gives birth. 
But he takes care to minimize as much as possible the woman's role, making the 
distinction that although music as woman gives birth, she does not beget music 
drama ("die Musik ist die Gebarerin, der Dichter der Erzeuger"). 41 

By Oper und Drama's conclusion, Wagner abandoned any pretense and 
named himself as the one person who could create music drama. The original 
vision of a communal creation and a coming together of all the arts, not just 
music and poetry, was no longer in evidence. There is a possible pragmatic 
explanation: once Wagner started thinking in terms of actual operas, he 
acknowledged that he was going to do it all himsel£ Rather than admit that his 
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expertise did not extend to all the arts, he focused on the way the librettist and 
composer came together to create a new artwork, implying with his imagery 
that a new opera only requires words and music. In "Eine Mitteilung an meine 
Freunde" (A Communication to my Friends), which was written soon after 
Oper und Drama, he more clearly described that the masculine and feminine 
interactions occur within the one person of the artist. Instead of feminine music 
and masculine poetry, he equated the feminine with art and the masculine with 
real life. Wagner acknowledged the danger that the artist's receptive force could 
be completely absorbed by art, leading to writing absolute music, becoming an 
absolute artist, and therefore absolutely feminine. But if the artist's receptive 
force was able to form his ability to receive life impressions, his masculinity could 
be retained and his life force channeled into an artistically productive force. By 
the time he was writing "A Communication;' Wagner had completely acljusted 
his theories so that they pointed directly to himsel£ But I believe Wagner also 
moved away from his radical long-term vision of a Gesamtkunstwerk because 
of a pressing need to address the immediate future of art. 

The Doubtful Future for not only Gesamtkunstwerk, 
but any Kunstwerk 

After the revolutions of 1848-49 failed, most writers on art abandoned their 
political rhetoric and tried to regroup. The fear could hardly be suppressed 
that art had come to a dead end; it had lost its vital force and was petering out. 
Metaphors and comparisons of art to a living organism that is either dead or 
dying abound. 42 Empirical evidence indicating that composers' creativity had 
already dried up was offered as early as July 1848. Leipzig's Neue Zeitsc1,rift fur 
Musik noted a significant drop in the quantity of new music being published. 
After conceding that being inundated by "floods" of music in previous years 
had not been optimal either, the anonymous writer described the current 
situation with revulsion: "Now look where the flood has receded, look at the 
creeping plants, the weeds that overrun it, look at the vermin that live there, the 
breed that wiggles and squirms in the slime! Who would want to inspect these 
grounds?" 43 In the aftermath of the wave of revolutions, only the lowest forms 
oflife and art had not been washed away. 

This image of repulsion was echoed in Wagner's notorious contribution 
to the same journal in 1850, "Das Judenthum in der Musik" (Jewishness in 
Music). Towards the end of the text, he depicted art as a corpse, with the Jews 
as the worms that decomposed the body: 

As long as the separate art of music had real, organic life necessity in itsel£ up to 
the time of Mozart and Beethoven, a Jewish composer was nowhere to be found; 
it was impossible that a completely foreign element could occupy a part of the 
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living organism for the formation of this life. Only after the inner death of a body 
was evident did the elements lying outside win the power to seize it, but only in 
order to decompose it. Then the flesh of this body disintegrated in the teeming 
life of worms: who looking at this body would take it as still alive? The spirit, that 
is, life, flew from this body to kindred bodies, and that is only life itself: and only 
in real life can we also find again the spirit of art, not in the worm-devoured corpse.44 

Like the earlier article's image of the filth left behind from a receded flood, 
Wagner's view of art as a corpse betrays charged feelings of revulsion and 
disgust with the musical situation. Wagner expresses abhorrence of the corpse, 
but adds to this his revulsion of the devouring worms. While Wagner spent 
most of his essay venting his anxiety and frustration over the loss of music's 
vitality by denigrating the Jews, this particular image sees art as already dead 
and the Jews as worms living off it. 

While his contemporaries seemed mostly resigned to a period of decline, 
Wagner continued to spout political rhetoric and plans for new artworks, which 
did not go down well, as he acknowledged in his preface to Oper und Drama: 
"A friend has told me that, with my earlier utterances on Art, I angered many 
persons far less by the pains I took to unmask the grounds of the barrenness of 
our nowadays art-making, than by my endeavors to forecast the conditions of 
its future fruitfulness:' 45 

Wagner's claim that his contemporaries were hostile toward any plans 
for Art's future is supported by another scandal. Contentious exchanges in 
the musical press that began towards the end of 1852 centered on the term 
Zukunftsmusik (Music of the Future). The origin of the term is not clear, 
but several common phrases that use Zukunft were "in the air" and probably 
engendered it together. 46 The vehemence surrounding "Music of the Future;' 
as opposed to the more muted skepticism regarding other terms and con­
cepts, indicate that it hit closest to home in the overall controversy about 
Wagner. The musicologist Dietmar StrauB has also argued that this term 
was the most important for characterizing the polarizing debate between 
musical camps, starting in 1853: "At this time the concept of the future was 
a central point of discussion, from which the concepts of program music, 
Neudeutsche, Gesamtkunstwerk and music drama were distinguished as 
secondary:' 47 Wagner's subsequent behavior is also telling: in 1861 he felt 
compelled to write to Berlioz and disavow any responsibility for the phrase. 
He even wrote an essay later that year entitled, Zukunftsmusik (The Music of 
the Future) in which he attributed the "invention of the specter of a music of 
the future" to popular reports in the press, which merely picked up on a title 
without trying to understand his writings. Attention was focused on Wagner 
because he dared to plan new artworks. His dejected and pessimistic contem­
poraries split into two groups: those who were angered and those who were 
inspired by his grandiose plans. 
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Conclusion: The Difference between Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft 
and Oper und Drama 

Oper und Drama tries to specify how a new artwork can be generated. Wag­
ner evidently abandoned the imagery in Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft because 
it could not supply the necessary details. He found the biological procreative 
analogy, a basic and common trope used over and over in religious, philosophi­
cal, and literary imagery, more "naturally" compelling as a depiction of how to 
make an artwork, while the image of three sisters entwining their limbs pro­
vided only a salacious picture. 

One can conclude that Gesamrkunstwerk, standing in for the whole of the 
text Das Kunstwerk der Zukunft, is the more political, more utopian, and more 
egalitarian vision for opera. Love is seen as a universal that ennobles every hu­
man being. It is the 'glue" that melds people into a single whole, where they give 
up their individuality in order to be part of a higher unity. Oper und Drama is 
much more focused on the problem of the artist as creator of vital artworks 
in a pessimistic period when music as a natural resource seemed to have dried 
up. The creator of music drama, the term usually associated with the thoughts 
expressed in Oper und Drama, is not the human race, or even the three arts of 
dance, music, and poetry. The creator is a single artist, a poet, who uses mu­
sic to serve his needs. This difference can be noted by distinguishing between 
Gesamtkunstwerk and music drama. As fruitful as the term "Gesamtkunst­
werk" has been in other contexts, for a true evaluation of its significance to 
Wagner we must read it in the light of his constantly developing musical style 
and aesthetics. 
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