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Richard Wagner (1813-1883): Prelude and Love-Death (Liebestod) from Tristan und Isolde 
 
 The concert pairing of Tristan und Isolde’s opening Prelude and closing Liebestod could be likened to 
the topping and tailing of a carrot—except it is the middle of the carrot that is discarded and the ends that are 
kept.  This is not to equate the opera’s extremities with kitchen waste—quite the contrary—but with a running 
time of about five hours Wagner’s music drama is a very long and tough carrot indeed, and moreover not one 
from which much may easily be peeled; and so this concatenation is virtually all that one ever hears outside an 
opera house. 
 
 Tristan and Isolde are, like Romeo and Juliet, archetypal doomed lovers; the sources of the story are 
found in Celtic legends codified and popularized across Europe from the 12th century on.  Wagner’s music 
drama primarily relies on the 13th century German version by Gottfried von Strassburg, and tells how Tristan, 
nephew of King Marke of Cornwall, is sent to Ireland to bring the conquered princess Isolde to be his bride.  
Isolde tries to poison both herself and Tristan, who has killed her Irish betrothed, but to save her a loyal 
attendant exchanges the deadly drink for a powerful love potion.  Now lovers, the two protagonists embark on a 
passionate but ill-fated love affair that can only finally be consummated in death: their relationship exposed, 
Tristan is mortally wounded by a courtier of the king and Isolde follows him by expiring in his lifeless arms. 
 
 Wagner drew on far more than medieval literature in composing this work.  He had completed about two 
thirds of his four-opera epic The Ring of the Nibelungs when in August 1857 he abruptly broke off to realize a 
conception he had had three years earlier of a drama on the Tristan legend.  At the time he was in a sense 
researching his topic by conducting his own passionate affair with the wife of the benefactor in whose house he 
was staying.  The liaison and the opera were both finished in 1859, by which time Wagner (with unintentional 
irony) had incorporated elements of Schopenhauer and Buddhism that espoused self-denial as the path to 
ultimate spiritual peace.  Except Wagner’s message was rather darker, suggesting that only death through 
love—the denial of even life itself in the pursuit of limitless love between man and woman—could achieve this 
end, and that all other attempts to achieve satiety and spiritual rest were useless. 
 
 The Prelude expresses this futility by constantly denying harmonic repose.  At its opening the bass line 
rises and sinks back, and the winds enter on a chord with a rising oboe figure—later christened the “Tristan 
chord”—that belongs to no key and reaches no resolution.  This is repeated twice before the Prelude continues 
on a restless course of emotional upheaval, its upward sweeping strings inevitably falling short of the goal.  The 
piece has no proper ending, dwindling to two inconclusive pizzicati in the bass—after which the appended 
Love-Death commences with a quiet bass clarinet solo. 
 
 Critics have long noted the eroticism implicit in the love music of Tristan und Isolde.  But on stage the 
music and the drama are at odds: the music surges with passion as the two singers ‘park and bark’ at one 
another (in fairness, the demands made on their voices leave little alternative).  And the dramatic conclusion of 
the opera is ambiguous.  Tristan and Isolde have already apparently sworn a suicide pact in their Act II Love 
Duet, the tumultuous music of which is reprised in the Love-Death.  However, Isolde does not commit suicide 
at the end: she just somehow wills herself into the afterlife.  It is not realistic but surrealistic, a step closer to the 
20th century than the old Romantic notion of dying of a broken heart.   
 
 Wagner himself referred to the final scene of Tristan as the Transfiguration.  It was Franz Liszt, a man 
not lacking carnal experience notwithstanding his later admission to religious orders, who in arranging it for the 
piano dubbed it the Liebestod, a term evoking the centuries-old poetic metaphor of orgasm as a form of death.  
Shorn of the drama, the music releases its mounting tension in a great orchestral climax (glorious even without 
the clarion voice of Isolde, whose presence is often simply dispensed with at concert performances).  It is at this 



point in the opera that Isolde sinks to join Tristan in the union of death.  The ebbing coda symbolizes their 
achievement of Nirvana by reintroducing the Prelude’s initial oboe figure and chord, this time blissfully 
resolving it. 
 
 Tristan und Isolde was not premiered until 1865, but its subsequent influence was tremendous.  
Numerous authors and poets—including D.H Lawrence, Thomas Mann, Marcel Proust, Gabriele d’Annunzio, 
and T.S. Eliot—found inspiration in it, while its initial suspension of tonality, and indeed the opera’s ubiquitous 
chromaticism, put composers such as Mahler, Richard Strauss, Arnold Schoenberg and others on a path leading 
to dissolution of key centres altogether.  While that was not Wagner’s idea of the Music of the Future, it was 
one of the defining musical developments of the 20th century. 
 
Peter Ilich Tchaikovsky (1840-1893): Variations on a Rococo Theme for Cello and Orchestra, Op.33 
 
 The music of the 18th century, and of Mozart in particular, was close to Tchaikovsky's heart; his opera 
The Queen of Spades, the Suite Mozartiana, and these Variations are evidence of this unexpected side to a most 
Romantic composer.  The ‘rococo’ character of the theme (which is Tchaikovsky’s own) lies in its balanced 
structure, delicacy and light, airy accompaniment; the orchestra is also Mozartian in size and instrumentation. 
 
 The theme appears in the cello after a short introduction, and is followed by a chromatic woodwind 
ritornello which abandons all pretense of 18th century style.  There are six variations of the theme, most with 
variations of the ritornello as well, and a fiery coda, in effect a seventh variation.  A virtuoso cadenza precedes 
the sixth variation, in the minor key, which is in the unrococo style of a Russian folk song.   
 
 Actually, the 1878 publication of the Variations was in an unauthorized revision by the cellist Wilhelm 
Fitzenhagen, the work’s dedicatee and first performer, who excised an eighth variation and changed the order of 
the others; curiously Tchaikovsky never had it corrected, though his disapproval is on record.  The original 
version was premiered in the Soviet Union in 1941, but has not displaced the ‘standard’ edition, which is the 
one we are playing tonight. 
 
Modest Musorgsky (1839-1881): Pictures at an Exhibition, orchestrated by Maurice Ravel (1875-1937) 
 
 In the second week of February 1874 Musorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov premiered at the Maryinsky 
Theatre in St. Petersburg.  In the same city that same week an exhibition of the art and designs of the recently 
deceased architect Viktor Hartmann opened.  The composer’s most important work would soon be followed by 
what is nowadays arguably his best known one, albeit in a form he would not have recognized. 
 
 Hartmann and Musorgsky had been friends, and Hartmann’s sudden death at the age of 39 affected 
Musorgsky deeply.  In the wake of the exhibition Musorgsky selected eleven of the more than four hundred 
designs and paintings displayed as suitable to musical illustration—for solo piano.  These he joined together by 
the whimsical device of representing himself walking from one picture to another, by means of a theme 
recurring in several variations.  The resulting piano cycle Pictures at an Exhibition, akin to those of Schumann 
but more folk-inspired, was finished in July 1874; it is unique not only among Musorgsky’s works (which are 
overwhelmingly vocal) but those of his Russian contemporaries. 
 
 However, the self-taught Musorgsky’s aim was not to provide another display piece for virtuoso 
pianists, but rather to suggest Hartmann’s images and genius in thoroughly Russian music.  The unorthodox, 
unadorned and unvarnished style of Pictures was of no interest to the career pianists of the day—unpublished 
until five years after the composer’s death, and then only in an edition by Rimsky-Korsakov, the piece remained 
unperformed in public until 1903 at the earliest.  But its technical awkwardness along with its massive climax 
almost immediately spawned attempts to translate it to the orchestra, beginning in 1886 and continuing to the 
present day.  Most of the transcribers have been conductors—Leopold Stokowski and Vladimir Ashkenazy 
among them—but the only major composer to undertake the project has been Maurice Ravel, whose dazzling if 



Gallic version (commissioned by the conductor Serge Koussevitzky and premiered by him in 1922) has become 
standard.  20th-century instrumental techniques, including string glissandi and harmonics, muted brass, flutter-
tongued winds and copious percussion, along with Musorgsky’s adventurous harmony make the piece sound 
more recent than it is. 
 
 Only about a hundred of Hartmann’s artworks and designs are known, and only six of Musorgsky’s 
eleven selections still extant (* below), although there are descriptions of them; the others were probably sold at 
the exhibition itself.  In fact, Musorgsky’s composition has basically kept Hartmann’s name alive; though a 
talented architect, Hartmann was not a great painter, and few of his buildings remain.  Fortunately the music 
and the titles of Pictures at an Exhibition are sufficient to kindle the imagination.  These are as follows, with 
descriptions of the original art (and Ravel’s orchestration): 
 
Promenade: Musorgsky’s perusal of the exhibition begins with an 11-beat theme (solo trumpet, brass); 
Gnomus: Design for a grotesque Christmas nutcracker in the form of a dwarf—he limps and threatens angrily; 
Promenade 2: A calm variation for horn and winds; 
The Old Castle: Sketch of a singing troubadour below a medieval castle (alto saxophone solo); 
Promenade 3: Solo trumpet answered by full orchestra; 
Tuileries: Crayon sketch of playing children in the Paris gardens (beginning with a childish taunt in the oboe); 
Bydlo (Cattle): The picture is unknown, but Musorgsky mentioned an ox-cart (a tuba takes the driver’s song); 
Promenade 4: A pensive minor-key variation; 
*Ballet of the Unhatched Chicks: Watercolour costume design for children in the 1870 ballet Trilbi, their 
limbs protruding from egg-shells, feathered bird helmets on their heads (lots of fluttery high-pitched peeping); 
*Samuel Goldenberg and *Schmuÿle: These pictures were not actually exhibited: in 1868 Hartmann gave 
Musorgsky a pair of portraits, one of a rich Jew, the other of a poor one (a wheedling muted trumpet).  
Musorgsky’s juxtaposition and then combination of the two themes turn the character piece into a social 
commentary: the rich man gives the poor one nothing but the brush-off; 
Limoges: The Market: Old women gossip and quarrel (in the general bustle winds and strings trade sallies); 
*Catacombae (Roman sepulchre); Cum mortuis in lingua morta (With the dead in a dead language): An 
unexpected brass blast introduces Hartmann’s watercolour showing himself, a friend and a guide in the Paris 
catacombs inspecting racks of skulls by lantern light.  Attached to it is another transformation of the 
Promenade: the skulls begin to glow as Musorgsky imagines himself entering the picture (tremolo strings); 
*The Hut on Fowl’s Legs (Baba-Yaga): Pencil sketch design for an enameled bronze clock in the form of the 
child-eating witch Baba-Yaga’s forest dwelling, which could swivel on its two hen’s legs to face anyone 
approaching.  The piece is more of a description of Baba-Yaga riding in the magic mortar and pestle she uses to 
grind the bones of her victims—a full orchestra horror story with a creepy middle section, flying right into  
*The Knight’s Gate (in the Ancient Capital Kiev): Watercolour design sketch (from a competition for an 
architectural project that was cancelled) of a grand stone gate with an attached onion-domed chapel and bell 
tower.  The ceremonial gate music is interrupted by quiet woodwind quotations of the Russian hymn “As you 
are baptized in Christ” from the chapel, followed by the pealing of the bells.  A quotation of the Promenade 
theme indicates Musorgsky’s presence among the onlookers. 
 
 Incidentally, for those who may be used to seeing ‘Musorgsky’ (MOO-sor-ski) spelled Mussorgsky, or 
the French Moussorgsky, the musical wing of the International Commission to Refute What You Learned in 
School has been at work again.  The Russian word musor—with the emphasis on the first syllable—means 
either ‘garbage’ or, worse, nasal discharge.  It seems the composer’s brother decided that the form 
MusSORGsky would get that silent ‘g’ pronounced and be more elegant than MUsorgsky.  Modest tried it on 
for a while, but his cronies continued to make jokes about trash and snot, and so he finally gave up and reverted 
to the earlier form.  After his death the family makeover prevailed.  Until now. 
 
 So, Modest, wipe your nose—MUsorgsky it is. 
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