Part I Early Wagner
Chapter 1
The Way We Are Now
Revolutionary Influences
	The main topics of Wagner's philosophy are society, politics, art, religion and redemption. A decisive shift in his thinking about these topics was caused by his discovery of Schopenhauer's The World as Will and Representation (1818) in 1854. This produced, or at least strongly encouraged, a radical shift not only in his philosophy but also in the Ring des Nibelungen cycle  that he was in the middle of writing. As intimated, he describes this shift as a turn from utopian 'optimism' - optimism about the possibility of a 'beautiful' life for all[endnoteRef:-1] - to 'pessimism', the view that the 'unblessedness' of human existence can never be overcome, that it is, as it were, hardwired into the human condition. Whereas it was Schopenhauer who presided over Wagner's later thought, the strongest influences on the thought of his (relative) youth,[endnoteRef:0] the topic of Part I of this study, were his friend, the Russian prince, Mikhail Bakunin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon (the first person to call  himself an 'anarchist') and Ludwig Feuerbach (who also exerted a powerful influence over Wagner's contemporary, Karl Marx). [-1:  SR p. 6.]  [0:  Wagner was thirty-six when he began to compose the revolutionary writings with which Part I of this study is concerned.] 

	Anarchists oppose all authority based on force (an-arkhos means 'without a leader'). They oppose, in other words, the state. Society should consist entirely of associations based on voluntary cooperation.  Like most, though not all, anarchists, Wagner saw the establishment and protection of private property as unavoidably bound up with the use of force and concluded that there should be no such thing. In his early works he calls himself a 'communist', realising full well that, then as now, the use of the word is 'police-dangerous'.[endnoteRef:1] What he means, however, is not the state-enforced communism of Marx and Lenin[endnoteRef:2] but simply the communal ownership of property which will happen as a matter of course if there is no enforcement of private ownership. Proudhon's most famous aphorisms are 'Property is theft' and 'Anarchy is order', and the second of these, as much as the first, expresses a conviction shared by the early Wagner. [1:  AF p. 75 fn.]  [2:  Both Proudhon and Bakunin had been friends and fellow members of the International Working-Men's Association but had fallen out with Marx over his, as they saw it, authoritarian direction. This split within the left is reflected in Wagner’s consistent hostility to 'socialism'. In a letter of 1851 (S & M 117) he says that the preachers of socialism have lost sight of the meaning of the 1848 revolution on account of their 'desire for organisation'. Though in later life his need for royal patronage led him play down his revolutionary past, this gives some substance to his denial in the 1864 'State and Religion' (SR p. 3) that he was ever a 'socialist'.] 

	Partly, as we shall see in the next chapter, Wagner believes that a society can be ordered (and so be a society) independently of a state because he thinks of art as a principle of order. Art, he believes, can have a power that is not force, can order without compelling. That is what makes it 'great' art. But he also believes in a natural structure to society which, if allowed and encouraged to develop, will grow out of differences such as those of gender, age, inborn mental and physical capacities and so forth. In a society in which human beings' natural capacity for love is allowed to flourish, age will allow space to the innovative spirit of youth while youth will allow its impetuosity to be tempered by the wisdom of age.[endnoteRef:3] (This is the topic of Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg – the text was first sketched in 1845 – in which the pedantry of the aging mastersingers is enlivened by the youthful novelty of Walter's rhapsodic singing while the latter is eventually tempered by the recognition that intelligibility of content requires the discipline of form. It is also relevant to note that the only figure in the work with any kind of authority not based on personal gravitas is the night-watchman. In Meistersinger, I think, Wagner can be regarded as imagining medieval Nuremberg as an anarchist paradise.)  [3:  OD p. 204.] 

	Though Proudhon believed in a peaceful transition to the anarchist utopia, Wagner, like Bakunin, believed in the need for violent revolution. As the Ring cycle ends by burning down Valhalla (he once had the idea that the flames should engulf the opera house too) so he believed that only a 'fire cure' could deal with the ills of nineteenth-century European civilization. 'I only believe in a revolution which starts by burning down Paris', he wrote to his fellow revolutionary, Theodore Uhlig in 1850.[endnoteRef:4] As the attempted revolution of 1848-9 swept like wildfire through Europe, Wagner put his pyromaniacal tendencies into practice: with Bakuhnin, he was one of the leaders of the Dresden uprising (in spite of being the Saxon King's director of music), preaching insurrection to the local militia and directing the manufacture of grenades (thus fitting the popular stereotype of the anarchist as a man with a bomb). After the failure of the uprising he was forced to flee into twelve years of exile in Switzerland from where, between 1849 and 1852, he wrote the works in which his revolutionary philosophy is expounded. [4:  S & M 117.] 

	The earliest of these are Art and Revolution and The Artwork of the Future both written in 1849. The latter work was dedicated to Ludwig Feuerbach and its title obviously mimics Feuerbach's Principles of a Philosophy of the Future.[endnoteRef:5] From Feuerbach, it seems to me, Wagner derived five essential ideas. First, metaphysical materialism. Criticising Hegel's notion that matter is the product of 'thought' or 'spirit', Feuerbach insists that nothing exists but the 'sensible'. As Marx observed, Feuerbach's mode of thinking 'stood Hegel on his head': nothing exists but material reality, mind or spirit is a product of matter and inconceivable without it. In like manner, Wagner asserts that only the 'material' is 'real',[endnoteRef:6] that 'that alone is true … which is sensible and obeys the conditions of sensibility.[endnoteRef:7] As we shall see, Wagner places a great deal of emphasis on the idea that nothing exists but the world of sensuous and sensual (the terms are easily run together in German) nature. The second idea Wagner derives from Feuerbach is a version of Hegelian optimism: history is moving inexorably towards a utopian future. The third idea is that the basis of that future is love. Love, Feuerbach thought, is the human essence: every self is driven by an inescapable desire to unify with another, to enter into an 'I-thou' relationship. As we shall see, Wagner follows Feuerbach in giving this love a strongly erotic interpretation: in his Liebesverbot, Tannhäuser, Walküre, and even, in its own way, in Tristan und Isolde, unconstrained sexual - even incestuous - love is celebrated as the pathway to 'redemption'. As Hebert Marcuse would argue in the 1960s[endnoteRef:8] that unrestrained eroticism ('making love not war', as his hippie followers put it) would undermine oppressive and aggressive social structures, so Wagner believed in the revolutionary potential of transgressive sexuality. (Nietzsche notes that this commitment to 'free love'[endnoteRef:9] and Feuerbach's 'healthy sensuality' aligned Wagner with the 'Young Germany' movement of the 1830s and 40s.[endnoteRef:10]) The fourth idea Wagner took from Feuerbach was the essentially communal nature of human individuality. Just as love can only be found in communion with others so, only in such communion, only in comparing and contrasting ourselves with others and recognising how we differ, can we discover out own uniqueness. Individuality without society is, says Wagner, inconceivable.[endnoteRef:11] Finally, Wagner took from Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity the idea (important to understanding that the Ring cycle is not about a fairy-tale world of giants and dragons but about us) that gods are nothing but human projections, projections that would not exist without human desires. A god, in particular the Christian God, Feuerbach argued, is the idea of a human being freed of all the limitations. The structural defect in the human condition is the gap between desire and satisfaction together with the often insuperable barriers to the latter. A god is simply a human being with the gap between desire and satisfaction abolished. The gods are projections of human wishes and ideals (so that theology is really a form of anthropology) the discovery of our deepest desires. On the whole Feuerbach thought such projections a bad thing, producing - especially in the case of Christianity – 'alienation'. The projection of excellence and happiness into another world devalues life in this world. Wagner fully accepted the idea of gods as projections and fully shared Feuerbach's hostility to Christianity. However, the right sort of gods, he held, are none the worse for being projections: they perform, as we shall see, invaluable social functions. [5:  Feuerbach's title filters down, through Wagner, to the subtitle of Nietzsche's Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future.]  [6:  S& M 171.]  [7:  AF p. 72.]  [8:  In Eros and Civilization (London: Routledge, 1987).]  [9:  WC 4.]  [10:  NCW/GM III 3.]  [11:  OD p. 195.] 

	So much for background. I turn now to Wagner's early, revolutionary philosophy as formulated in the revolutionary writings of 1849-52. 
Cultural Criticism
	In the retrospective 'Zukunftsmusik', Wagner explains that his turn to philosophy arose out of his frustrations as a practicing artist. Realising that art in general and theatre in particular is always a 'mirror' of the society in which it is produced,[endnoteRef:12] and that artistic reform is therefore inseparable from social reform, he decided to investigate the social conditions that have given rise to the dismal phenomenon that is modern art. This 'cultural criticism' is roughly speaking a constant throughout Wagner's career - although in searching for the causes of cultural phenomena his later works place the greatest emphasise on the impact of technology while the earlier ones focus more on economic and political structures. (Partly, I think, this is because the cultural impact of the nineteenth-century technological revolution - railways, mass printing and  global electronic communication in the form of  the telegraph - only became apparent in the latter part of his life.)  Since Wagner's critique of modern society is relatively constant - the radical change induced by the 1854 discovery of Schopenhauer concerns not his diagnosis of the ills of modernity but only his proposed remedy - I shall treat the critique of the earlier and later texts as belonging to a single homogeneous whole. In it, it is possible to distinguish at least four strands of criticism.  [12:  AR p. 24.] 

 Critique of the State
	Much of Wagner's critique of the state is focused on the rising power of Prussia which he particularly disliked, partly because it was Prussian troops who had put down the Dresden uprising and forced him into exile, but mainly because Prussia most explicitly revealed the 'totalising' character of modern states in general. The modern state, Wagner observes, is oppressively bureaucratic – by compelling us all to submit to a host of identical procedures it enforces a 'red-tape uniformity'.[endnoteRef:13] Permanently militarized[endnoteRef:14] and assuming the right to control the education of the individual, the modern state is becoming, as Germans would later put it, a Kulturstaat, a state that attempts to determine the culture and values of its citizens. With ever-increasing force it exerts a pressure on the individual that amounts to a form of mind-control. The schools and army drill one in the (Prussian) virtues of devotion to the state, in efficiency and absolute obedience. Aided by the dogmas of an (at least implicitly) state religion and by a pliant press, the modern state says 'So shall you think and act!',[endnoteRef:15] and not otherwise. A century before Orwell, Wagner discovered 'big brother'. [13:  AF p. 203. ]  [14:  AF p. 204.]  [15:  OD p. 196 -7.] 

	The effect of all this is the homogenisation of society, the annihilation of individuality. An individual needs 'breathing-space' to develop 'freely, elastically' into the individual he is, but the state provides only a 'stiff, dogmatic, fettering and domineering might' that moulds him into a mere instrument serving the needs of the state.[endnoteRef:16] There is, to be sure, a certain diversity in modernity. Diachronically, however, this is no more than the flux of fashion, itself a suppression of individuality - Wagner particularly objects to the Paris fashion journalist telling the 'German wife' how she must dress.[endnoteRef:17] And, synchronically, it is no more than the division between social classes: these days we 'cannot conceive the human being otherwise than in the uniform of his ''class'''.[endnoteRef:18]  [16:  Ibid.]  [17:  B p. 117.]  [18:  OD p. 100.] 

	Why should the transformation of individuals into clones, distinguished only by class and their function within the state, matter? First, because the freedom to realise that unique facet of the 'inexhaustible … variety' of human individuality that one potentially is[endnoteRef:19] is an essential component of human happiness. Wagner talk of the need for a 'free', 'flexible' and 'elastic' environment suggests an organic image : just as an apple tree espaliered alone a trellis cannot realise its natural shape, so a human being, forced to developed along the rigid lines of the total state, must be deformed and so unhappy. Since desire is specific to individuals, most of an individual's real desires will be unsatisfied in the total state.  [19:  AF p. 78.] 

	Freedom to (in Nietzsche's language) 'become who one is' is essential, then, to the flourishing of the individual. But it is also essential to the flourishing of the community as a whole. The reason for this is that only genuine individuals can create, and only creation can enable a society to meet the novel challenges new times always bring. Wagner discusses this issue in terms of 'genius'.
	Whereas talent is merely the ability to work within the existing scheme of things more quickly and accurately than most others, genius, says Wagner (in remarkably modern language), is the ability to 'open up new pathways'.[endnoteRef:20] The genius is one who 'abrogates' existing forms and by so doing 'fashions new forms of life and art'.[endnoteRef:21] Wagner rejects the romantic idea that genius comes as a bolt out of the blue, a gift of the gods. The ossified character of Chinese history is, he says, a plain proof that social conditions can either promote or, as in the case of China, stifle, the appearance of genius. Wagner uses a Norse myth to personify this idea. At the birth of the king's son the three norns each presented him with a gift: strength, wisdom, and the disposition to have a 'never contented mind always brooding on the new'. The horrified king demanded the withdrawal of the third gift, which duly happened. The result, however, was that the omni-contented son fell asleep under a large rock which promptly fell and killed him.[endnoteRef:22] But now, laments Wagner, the norn's gift of genius is being crushed by the modern state, and particularly by modern, state-controlled education. His own genius, he observes, he owes to being, relatively speaking, uneducated. To his boring, time-serving teachers, he writes in a letter to Nietzsche, he paid almost no attention.[endnoteRef:23]  [20:  CF p. 289.]  [21:  Ibid.]  [22:  CF p. 289.]  [23:  CF p. 291. ] 

	It is, of course, this idea of the 'finder of new pathways' ('entrepreneurship' in current jargon) that is presented in Meistersinger - Walter is the epitome of untamed 'genius', while the 'marker', Beckmesser, epitomises the stifling of all innovation. (In his 'Communication to my Friends' Wagner says that it is in fact not Walter but Hans Sachs who embodies the 'productive spirit of the people', implying that genius must be tempered by rules of intelligibility to produce something valuable to either art or society.)[endnoteRef:24] But it reappears, too (as with so many of Wagner's ideas), in Nietzsche's insistence on the necessity of the 'untimely man' or, later, 'free spirit', as essential to a society that has the capacity to adapt to an ever-changing world. In reverse one find it in Thus Spoke Zarathustra's omni-contented 'last men' who say 'we have invented happiness'. What makes them 'last', of course, is that, like the king's son, they will soon be crushed by some kind of a 'rock'. More remotely, the idea belongs to the brew of ideas that were 'in the air' and were about to find their expression in The Origin of the Species. Wagner's 'genius', like Nietzsche's 'free spirit', is the appearance of Darwin's 'random mutation' in the context of human society.    [24:  CF p. 329.] 

	While the above critique is a critique of the modern, 'total', state it is not a critique of the state as such. As one would expect from an anarchist, however, the earlier Wagner argues, at least some of the time, against the state as such. Specifically, this more radical critique appears in Opera and Drama's interpretation of the Antigone myth.[endnoteRef:25] To cut a long story short, the narrative, as Wagner tells it, is the following. Eteocles and Polynices, the sons of Oedipus, have an equal right to the throne and so make an oath to take it in turns to succeed their father as king of Thebes. But when his term comes to an end Enteocles refuses to give up the throne and is moreover supported by public opinion. Though in principle disapproving of oath-breaking, the citizenry, particularly those with vested economic interests, find the status quo comfortable and profitable and fear change. Polynices attacks Thebes and the brothers die at each other's hand in the ensuing battle. Their uncle, Creon, grabs the throne and decrees that, having committed treason, Polynices' body should be left unburied, thereby pandering to pro-Enteocles public opinion and shoring up his own legitimacy as his successor. Disobeying the king, Antigone buries her brother's body, as a result of which she is condemned to death and buried alive. Creon's son, Haemon, is so moved by Antigone's fate, that he falls on his sword at her grave-side. Creon, having, as Wagner puts it, 'returned to being a father', a human being rather than a politician, kills himself with his son's sword and the state comes to an end. [25:  OD pp. 180-91.] 

	At the end of his discussion of the myth Wagner claims that the truth it contains, the need for, and inevitability of, the downfall of the state, is one which is 'true for all times'. His argument seems to be the following. The state arises out of the 'well-meaning' attempt to embody and enforce the 'ethical view' of the community, that is, its customary ethos, its view of the proper way to live. But rapidly and inevitably, it turns from being the preserver of communal ethos to being its enemy. The support of vested interests and the desire for a quiet life allow corrupt men to come to power. The actual state, Wagner claims, always embodies the vices, never the virtues, of individuals.[endnoteRef:26] [26:  OD pp. 186-95. ] 

	This argument is an instance of a common theme in Wagner's philosophy, the 'sorcerer's-apprentice' theme that human 'relations', as he calls them, social and political institutions, often end up having the opposite effect to the one they were intended to have.[endnoteRef:27] This is a prominent theme in the Ring cycle: the institution created by the 'treaties' that are guaranteed by Wotan's spear - in other words, a state - is one in which everyone, the elite of gods just as much as the giants, dwarfs and mermaids, is miserable. Really, however, Wagner does not present a very strong argument for anarchism. For all he really shows is that the state can easily shift from its role as servant and protector of civil society into that of its enemy and oppressor, not that it inevitably must. Since states can, in principle, undergo reform, Wagner's anarchist conclusion is much too strong - too hyperbolic - for the argument. He conveniently forgets, moreover, that the great period of Athenian tragedy - which as he regards as the pinnacle of Western art and culture - coincided with the great period of the Athenian democratic state - Pericles and Sophocles were almost exact contemporaries. As we saw (p. 4 above), Wagner holds, surely correctly, that art 'mirrors' the society that produces it. From which it follows, on Wagner's own principles, that the Athenian state was no impediment to the flourishing of a great society. [27:  CF p. 358.] 

	Given this, together with, as we shall see, Wagner's positive approval of the fact that the playwrights and actors in Greek tragedy were often 'the most illustrious members of the state',[endnoteRef:28] it might be best to conclude that a genuine nation-state, a state that keeps itself constantly in tune with the ethical sense of its citizens, is something Wagner - in his less hyperbolic moments - might be prepared to accept. [28:  Z p. 307.] 

Critique of Capitalism
	Turning from politics to economics, the second strand in Wagner's cultural criticism focuses on capitalism and its effects on the use of modern technology. In Rome, he writes, Mercury (the Greeks' Hermes and the model, surely, for the Ring's Loge), the god of merchants and traders, was scorned as the god of thieves and tricksters. But in the modern world he has become the principal god, the god of the 'holy five percent' - of, in other words, capitalism.[endnoteRef:29] This results in a new form of slavery. Though we condemn the slavery of the ancient world, modern, industrial capitalism reduces its workers to nothing but 'steam power for the machine'.[endnoteRef:30] Notice that this is essentially the same point as Wagner made in his critique of the state: the state reduces us to 'machine parts' and so does the industrial-capitalist economy. In modernity, we are doubly disciplined into becoming, in current language, 'human resources'. [29:  AR pp. 41-2.]  [30:  TR [Ellis vol. VIII] p. 233.] 

	One might think that though the workers may well be miserable in a capitalist economy, at least the 'slave'-owners, the bourgeoisie, are happy. But this in not so. One reason for this, implicit in Wagner's Prussia-focused critique of the state, is that though not reduced to industrial 'resources', the middle classes are nonetheless reduced to 'resources' – bureaucratic, state resources. Another is that since capitalism engenders a materialistic conception of happiness, the bourgeoisie conceive of happiness as luxury, as the consumption of more and more stuff. (Happiness, in a slogan, is shopping.)  But once basic needs are satisfied, the acquisition of unnecessary things produces less and less pleasure, becomes in fact, boring. The bourgeoisie are 'bored to death by pleasure'.[endnoteRef:31]  [31:  Z p. 306.] 

	Capitalism is thus a double curse. The working classes are miserable because they exist in a condition of slavery and destitution. The bourgeoisie are miserable because they are bored. As with other of his ideas, Wagner will find this idea confirmed (and much better expressed) when he discovers Schopenhauer. 'Need and want', writes Schopenhauer, 'are the 'scourge of the people', boredom is the affliction of 'the world of fashion'.[endnoteRef:32]  [32:  WR I p. 313.] 

	A further curse of capitalism is social 'atomisation'. By making a 'religion of egoism',[endnoteRef:33] by creating and evaluating positively a society of individuals in which each pursues private advantage to the exclusion of all other considerations, it destroys community. Why community should be important we shall come to shortly. [33:  AF p. 155.] 

Lovelessness
	 The third strand in Wagner's cultural criticism consists in the claim that (to the extent that we are engulfed by it) the culture of modernity renders us incapable of love. Wagner's operas, we noted, are often about love, usually sexual love. As Nietzsche observes, the Ring cycle was originally supposed to end with the destruction of the old world of the gods and with Brünnhilde's singing 'a song in honour of free love', a vision in which 'all turns out well' in an anarchist utopia.[endnoteRef:34] This is the so-called 'Feuerbach Ending' of 1852 (see further Ch 8 pp. 7-8 below). The bad old world is supposed to be swept away and a new world ushered in, à la Marcuse (p. 3 above), by transgressive eroticism. So one reason love is important, a reason adumbrated in the earlier opera texts, consists in its revolutionary potential, its capacity to bring about the transition from the misery of modernity to the anarchist-communist utopia. But what about love after the revolution? Why would it continue to be important? [34:  WC 4.] 

	In Wagner's philosophical writings a strong connexion is made between love (both erotic and non-erotic) and understanding. In the 1851 'A Communication to my Friends' he observes that Lohengrin has been widely misunderstood. (In the opera, the swan-born knight makes it a condition of their union that Elsa give him the absolute trust that needs to ask neither his name nor origin. Through frailty and intrigue she eventually raises the fatal question thereby forcing him to return to the heavenly region from which he came.) The opera's tragic figure, Wagner surprisingly asserts, in not Elsa but rather Lohengrin himself. What moves him to descend from his 'cold' isolation is the yearning for real, unconditional love. He yearns to be man, not god, to be 'understood through love'. And so he steps down from his 'lonely, sterile bliss'. But doubt and jealousy convince him he has not been understood, merely worshipped. The conditionality of Elsa's love condemns him to return to his icy realm. Lohengrin's tragedy, Wagner concludes, is the tragedy of modern life: we relate to each other on the material plane but cannot communicate from soul to soul. The principle seemingly embodied by Elsa but in the end betrayed by her, he adds, 'made me a revolutionary at one stroke'.[endnoteRef:35] [35:  CF p. 347.] 

	This same theme of understanding through love is present in the very title of 'A  Communication to my Friends'. The work is addresses to 'friends', he writes, because only by these can he hope to be understood. Understanding can only happen through the 'sympathy' of friends and is certainly impossible for the 'absolute critic' who, looking out from his 'private peephole', sees nothing but 'his own likeness in the mirror of his vanity'.[endnoteRef:36] [36:  CF p. 269-273.] 

	The idea that only through love can one understand another person is clear enough: only through loving empathy, through seeing the world from the other's point of view, can one really understand what motivates their feelings and actions. More startling is the idea that the same conditions apply to understanding a thinker or philosopher. But the point, really, is a valid one. Philosophies and artistic oeuvres are complex entities whose validity, such as it is, is not easy to grasp. Only after one has immersed oneself into the perspective from which the theory or artwork is created, only after one has for some considerable time 'dwelled in the tent' of a philosopher or artist, is one in a position to criticise him in a serious manner. (Of course, criticism may in the end lead one to fall out of love with a philosophy or artistic oeuvre. It is not clear whether Wagner allows that love may not be undying, but he should have.)
* * *
	Love, then, is important both as a revolutionary force, and as a disposition without which human beings cannot properly understand each other, either as human beings or as artists and thinkers. Why, however, is it excluded from the modern psyche? Wagner gives two different answers.
	The first has to do with language, with the incapacity of modern language to communicate any emotion. We cannot love because we cannot express love, and we cannot express love because we cannot express emotion of any kind. Communication within the language of modernity suffers from a kind of emotional numbness, a kind of autism. It lacks, in current jargon, 'emotional intelligence'.
	Since I shall be discussing Wagner's argument for, and explanation of, this phenomenon in detail in Chapter 4 I shall present, here, merely the briefest of summaries. Originally, claims Opera and Drama,[endnoteRef:37] communication between human beings was more song than speech. Our first language was intensely 'lyrical', was primarily used to express emotion. In a simple world, the identification of objects of interest (of fear or desire) could be dealt with by simply pointing or by inferring from the direction of the eyes. The main point of utterance was to express one's feelings either about those objects, or else about one's inner states (pain, hunger or contentment). The human Ursprache was (though Wagner himself does not make this comparison) very like the babble of babies, babble that serves, almost exclusively, to express feeling. (This theory of the origins of language plays an important role in Wagner's operas: in moments of high emotion his characters, especially the female ones, revert to the primal 'babble'. At the beginning of Rheingold, for instance,  Woglinde sings a lullaby to her 'baby', the Rhine-gold: 'Weia! Waga! Woge, du Welle, Walle sur Wiege! Wagalaweia! Wallala wiala wei!'. The only bona fide words here are Woge, Welle (wave) and Wiege (cradle). And the Valkyries' hunting call as they make their famous ride - Hojotoho! Hojotoho! Heiaha! – contains no words at all.) [37:  OD pp. 224-36.] 

As with human infants, then, the primary role of the first 'language' was to express emotions through a kind of singing. But as civilization became more complex and technical language became, out of practical necessity, more and more about objects and less and less about feelings. Language turned outwards. It became a device for the co-ordinated manipulation of the outer world and less and less a means of expressing the inner. Description came more and more to dominate expression so that, by now, the latter has atrophied almost completely.
Wagner's argument for the ever-increasing emotional inarticulateness of language is long on assertion and short on evidence. But it is not hard to see, I think, that it contains an insight that it is hard to dispute. Increasingly, everyday language resembles the language of computers, a language designed for the dispassionate manipulation of the world and not - since computers have none - for the expression of emotions. I shall return to this claim in Chapter 4. 
Wagner's second argument for the lovelessness of modernity returns us to capitalism. It is presented at the very beginning of the Ring cycle. Albrecht, having failed in his attempt to gain the Rhine-maidens' love, steals their gold. From it he fashions a ring of supposedly unlimited power, something he can only do by swearing an oath renouncing love. And then he enslaves his fellow Niblungen dwarfs and puts them to work in his mines in order to amass even more gold; he turns them, in other words, into 'steam power' (p. 8 above) for his great industrial machine. As Bernard Shaw's The Prefect Wagnerite noted in 1898, this, quite evidently, is a mythological account of the rise and consequences of industrializes capitalism. And by telling us of what must be renounced for capitalism to flourish it implicitly tells us the power that will overcome capitalism.
The question is, however: just why should the lust for gold demand the renunciation of love? The answer must surely return us to the Wagner's anticipation of Marcuse and the 1960s: there is, Wagner surly holds, basically only one source of energy so that if it is devoted to money there is none left for (particularly sexual) love. Either Mercury or Eros rules. They cannot co-exist. To the suggestion that one could divide one's energy between love and money Wagner would no doubt reply that in the ruthlessly competitive world of capitalism only one-hundred-percent devotion brings with it a chance of success. The non-obsessed fall by the capitalist wayside.
Postmodern Nihilism
A final strand in Wagner's cultural criticism, one that emerges in his later writings, concerns the effect of the accumulation of unprecedented quantities of information about past and alien cultures by nineteenth century scholars, together with its dissemination by means of cheap and rapid printing on a scale hitherto unknown. We live, he writes, in a 'paper' age, an age in which we are supplied with information about cultures other than our own on an unprecedented scale. We suffer, in fact, from 'lexicomania', the obsessive consumption of vast amounts of written material - 'information overload' in modern jargon. This means not merely that we are easily manipulated by those who control the press ('the media') but also that the spirit of the age is essentially 'critical', critical in a way that stifles creativity. We succumb to the sense that 'it's all be done before', are reduced to the belief that 'art must renounce all idea of originality and content itself with a merely reproductive use and combination of existing types'.[endnoteRef:38] Wagner likely has in mind here such phenomena as nineteenth-century architecture's inability to do more than 'revive' either the Classical or the Gothic, but what he has actually put his finger on is the fact that so-called 'post-modernism' is not really 'post' modernity at all. [38:  B pp. 113 – 16.] 

In the Fourth of his Five Prefaces to Five Unwritten Books, and in the second of his Untimely Meditations,[endnoteRef:39] works written during the time of his intimacy with Wagner and from within, as he explicitly says, the 'Bayreuth Horizon',[endnoteRef:40] Nietzsche makes clear that Wagner's point does not concern art alone but concerns, rather, morality and culture in general. The fact of our 'historical consciousness', of our wide knowledge of past and alien cultures generates a spirit of 'nihil admirari'. In setting 'our' ethos side by side with a myriad of other options, history (and 'cultural studies' in general) 'deconstructs' it, deprives it of its unconditional authority over us. As in the later Roman Empire, modernity's 'cosmopolitan carnival of gods' turns modern man into 'a strolling spectator', his mood into one of cynical 'senility'. Deprived of naive confidence in our inherited conception of the proper way to live, we come to 'distrust out instincts', become incapable of commitment and action. [endnoteRef:41] Postmodern nihilism has arrived. [39:  See Young, (2010) pp. 161-2, 176-7.]  [40:  KSA 7 19 [303] et passim.]  [41:  UM II 10.] 

Art in Modernity: Commodification
Thus Wagner's critique of modernity in general. As an artist, however, as in particular an opera composer, what concerns him above all is the condition of art in modernity, in particular the condition of opera. Two main strands can be distinguished in his critique of modern art: the first concerns its commodification, the second our loss of 'wonder'. 
	Since, Wagner observes, capitalism shapes modernity in general, it shapes, in particular, art: 'mirroring' the character of society at large, the arts, and opera more than most other forms, has become a commodity, a consumer product. Opera has been reduced to 'the opera industry'.[endnoteRef:42]  [42:  S&M 69.] 

Accustomed, as we now are, to daily references to music as part of the 'entertainment industry', we are scarcely able any longer to experience the shocking nature of this conjunction of the sacred and profane. Modern theatrical art, Wagner observes, is almost entirely dependent on market forces. As recently as the eighteenth century that was not the case. For then it was still the case that the financial basis of theatre was royal and aristocratic patronage. Now however, the commercial spirit is so prevalent that even in theatres that continue to enjoy royal patronage (such as the Dresden theatre where Wagner had been conductor at the time of the 1848 revolution) the extra money merely results in more lavish productions, greater use of, as we now call them, 'special effects'.[endnoteRef:43]   [43:  CF pp. 353-4.] 

Since art is now thoroughly integrated into the market economy its content and character is, Wagner observes, determined by consumer demand - a demand which is itself determined by capitalism. Whereas in the past theatrical art was of the highest ethical significance – its function was, as we shall see, to animate and reanimate the ethical foundations of society – the theatre of today provides mere 'amusement and distraction'. Whereas the art of the past enhanced and animated life, theatre today merely 'distracts' us from it. Modern art has been reduced to escapist entertainment, has become nothing more than a department of the entertainment 'industry' catering to the bored and work-weary.[endnoteRef:44]  [44:  Z pp. 306-7, AR pp. 42-4.] 

The only regulator of art in the modern age, in particular the art of the theatre,  is the question of which sector of the audience it is directed towards: the 'rabble'  require gross farces and crass monstrosities (vaudeville, music hall), the 'decorous philistines' of the bourgeoisie, who demand their entertainment to be wrapped up in conventional morality, require 'moral family dramas', while the aristocracy demands highbrow 'art', the art of connoisseurs. Modern theatres are designed for all three classes: the 'gods' for the rabble, stalls for the bourgeoisie, and boxes for the aristocracy. The commercial genius of nineteenth century Franco-Italian opera is that, rather than having different types of show on different nights, it caters to all segments of society on one and the same night. So, for the rabble one includes the 'special effects' of grand opera (processions, elephants, huge choruses, spectacular costumes and scenery and so on), for the bourgeoisie a weepy tale of love and death (death which reinforces bourgeois morality given that there is no sign of a wedding ring among the young bohemians), and for the aristocratic lovers of 'art' beautiful singing. In general, the cleverness of grand opera is that it manages to homogenise its audience. The lowbrow rabble are persuaded to enjoy fine singing along with their spectacular effects, the highbrow are persuaded to put up with, and even enjoy, the spectacular effects.[endnoteRef:45]  [45:  CF pp. 351-2.] 

The escapist nature of musical theatre means, says Wagner, that, whatever segment of the audience one comes from, it is the desire not for edification but for 'pleasure' that takes one to the theatre. One desires to have one's taste buds tickled by the 'sauces of the stage'.[endnoteRef:46] (One is reminded, here, of Berlioz's remark that the Italians 'take their opera as they take their pasta'). And what this means, on the crucial question of the relation between words and music, is that all the audience really cares about is the music.[endnoteRef:47] This tells us what is fundamentally wrong with opera as such: 'the means of expression (music) has been made the end, while the end (the drama) has been made the means'.[endnoteRef:48] Theatre, that is, is supposed to be, above all, drama. But the dramatist - or 'poet' as Wagner calls him - is reduced to a near-irrelevance by nineteenth century opera.  [46:  OD p. 39.]  [47:  Wagner might seem to have suggested that the bourgeoisie, given their taste for 'moral family dramas', care about the words. But all he surely means to attribute to them is the demand that the story-line, such as it is, ends up endorsing 'family values'.]  [48:  OD p. 17 (Wagner's emphasis).] 

Wagner acknowledges a 'serious-minded' route to the primacy of music, namely, Gluck's mistaken but sincerely held belief that music, raised to a new level of  seriousness, could, as the 'immediate language of the heart' 'ordain the drama',[endnoteRef:49] that the music could be the primary bearer of the drama. (But see further chapter 8 pp. 1-6 below). Mainly, however, the primacy of music is the result of the integration of opera into the capitalist market economy: since what people want is 'sensuous pleasure', and since, in capitalism, the market is always 'right', that is what it gets. Thus the heart of opera is the aria - a lovely tune for easy listening. Apart from this, only the pleasure of admiring vocal gymnastics, really matters. This 'bel canto' conception of opera, Wagner observes, has its origins in the courts of sixteenth-century Italy, but it was Rossini who first turned into a mass commercial success.[endnoteRef:50] (Bearing in mind Berlioz's remark about opera and pasta, it is no accident, one feels, that Rossini was, inter alia, both obese and a celebrated cook, the inventor of  the 'steak tournedos'.) [49:  OD p. 35. ]  [50:  OD pp. 42-5.] 

	Since all that matters in opera is the aria, the drama being a mere 'excuse', the minimal story-line is relegated to the 'recitative'. The audience chatters through that - opera is, after all, a social occasion, a matter of seeing and being seen - pausing only to listen to the big aria of which they demand six encores.[footnoteRef:-1] This, of course, completely destroys whatever dramatic continuity might survive the stop and start of the aria-recitative division, completing the reduction of the evening to a 'chaos of cheap sensations'.[endnoteRef:51] Even the most rudimentary requirements of coherence and psychological plausibility demanded of any stage play are cast aside when it comes to opera. As Voltaire said of opera, 'If it's too silly [sot] to be said it gets sung'.[endnoteRef:52] (Rossini's The Italian Girl in Algiers must surely take the prize for silliest plot in the history of silly plots.) [-1:  Mary Shelley visited Milan's La Scala in 1840 and reported that 'At the Opera they were giving [Otto Nicolai's opera] the Templario. Unfortunately, as is well known, the theatre of La Scala serves, not only as the universal drawing-room for all the society of Milan, but every sort of trading transaction, from horse-dealing to stock-jobbing, is carried on in the pit; so that brief and far between are the snatches of melody one can catch'. Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 1843, 2 vols. (London: Edward Moxon, 1844), vol. I, p. 111.)]  [51:  AR p. 44.]  [52:  Z p. 310. The aphorism is actually Beaumarchais'. ] 

The effect of all this on acting and singing is disastrous. Singers lose the capacity for authentic acting. The aim is merely one of 'effect', of producing a display of vocal gymnastics calculated to bring the audience to its feet in outbursts of hysterical applause, followed by the 'brilliant exit' that upstages everyone left on stage. Acting has been reduced to a mere parade of the 'star's' inflated ego - a perversion of acting which ought to be the art that conceals art: 'art ceases to be art from the moment it presents itself to our reflective consciousness as art'.[endnoteRef:53]  [53:  DO pp. 133-4 AS pp. 160-2.] 

Loss of Wonder
	The second strand in Wagner's critique of the art of modernity concerns our loss of 'wonder' before the artwork. In the past, he observes, artworks possessed a charismatic power of quasi-religious intensity that raised them 'high above' daily life and preserved them in the memory.[endnoteRef:54] (In classical antiquity and in the Middle Ages, of course, most art, of course, possessed an actually religious significance.) Reverence for the artwork meant that one brought to it a very high quality of attention that allowed the artwork to occupy the entirety of consciousness. But now, Wagner laments, all that has been lost.[footnoteRef:0] [54:  OD p. 321.]  [0:  Lost, at least, to all but the humblest levels of society. In 'Actors and Singers' Wagner recalls a chance street encounter with a Kasperltheater, the German version of the Punch and Judy show. He recalls that the audience 'seemed to have forgotten all daily cares' in its engaged and rapt attention to the 'familiar… yet perpetually surprising' tale of  Kasperl's progress from 'the calmly gluttonous clown (Hanswurst) to the indomitable layer of priest-and-devil ghosts' and general 'triumph over hell and death ... and Roman rites' (AS pp. 181-2). For further discussion of Wagner and the Kasperltheater see Ch. 5 pp. 7-8.
] 

	In the earlier writings this is attributed to the capitalist commodification of art. Since opera is simply a shot of cheap pleasure, a 'narcotic'[endnoteRef:55] designed to produce  momentary escape from exhaustion and boredom, there is, to recycle Berlioz's remark, evidently no more wonder in opera than there is in pasta. In the later works, however, Wagner becomes aware of the industrial reproduction of artworks – an aspect of our living in a 'paper' age (p. 12 above) - as a cause of loss of wonder.  [55:  OD p. 46.] 

Wagner's observations anticipate those made a century later in Walter Benjamin's celebrated essay 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction'.[endnoteRef:56] Like Benjamin, Wagner saw that the 'wonder' - or as Benjamin calls it 'aura' - of artworks was disappearing in modern, industrialized society. In an age in which 'even the humblest citizen has the opportunity of placing the noblest types of art before his eyes upon his mantelpiece, whilst the beggar himself may peep at them in the art-shop windows',[endnoteRef:57] and in which music could increasingly be obtained almost 'on demand',[footnoteRef:1] the performance or viewing of an artwork was losing the sense of being a 'special occasion' on which its wonder had depended in the past. (The reduction of music by electronic recording to the omnipresent, unnoticed background of daily life has, of course, destroyed the wonder of music with a thoroughness beyond anything Wagner could have imagined.) It was principally to preserve the wonder - and so power - of his works that Wagner wished their performances to be few and far between, wished them to be performed only in festivals. Should they become available for general performance by repertory companies, he feared, should they become available for performance 'on demand', they would be absorbed into the 'opera industry', would merely add to the stock of consumer products. [56:  In Illuminations (London: Pimlico, 1999) pp. 217-52. ]  [57:  B p. 120. Though they both identified the same phenomenon, Wagner and Benjamin's attitudes to the disappearance of aura were very different. For while Wagner lamented art's loss of aura Benjamin, writing in 1935, celebrated the loss, fearing aura as an all-too-powerful ally of fascism. ]  [1:  Wagner disliked the piano; all it produced, he felt, was a 'toneless' 'clatter of hammers' (OD  pp. 122-23). He played, apparently, indifferently and encouraged Liszt to give up the piano in favour of composing. Possibly part of his dislike was directed towards the ready availability of piano reductions of orchestral and operatic works. (Nietzsche studied a piano reduction of Tristan four years before it received its first performance in 1865 (see Young (2010) p. 27).)] 

* * *
	Before us now, in outline, lies Wagner's diagnosis of the ills of Western modernity, the reasons that lead him to regard it as a cultural and spiritual wasteland. In the following chapters we shall attend to the question of what he has to offer by way of remedy.
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