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value and interest, its exclusive presence is a musical plus for
musical theater. That is simple arithmetic, which applies even
to works of art.

Gluck’s second innovation in his ‘reform’ operas was the
drastic curtailing of the aria’s musical dimensions. The da
capo aria, and other ‘luxurious’ aria forms, must inevitably
slow the pace of the drama. By reducing the length of the
arias to almost ‘songlike’ size, Gluck thereby increased the
dramatic pace. No longer was there such a marked disparity
between recitative and aria. In short, the musical fabric of
Gluck’s last operas began to follow the pace of ordinary
conversation more closely than anything on the musical stage
(with the exception of the short-lived melodrama) since the
early operas of the stile rappresentativo.

What, in effect, Gluck’s two Iphigenias were approaching
was what is sometimes called ‘through-composed’ music
drama, which is to say, a musical setting of the text in which
there are no external or internal repeats at all. As the text
unfolds, new music unfolds along with it. There is never a
pause for arias or other of the closed musical forms. The
drama is a seamless musical web even to the extent of
avoiding cadences—that is to say, musical resting places. The
master of this form of writing for the musical stage, which
is the most completely realized example of what I have been
calling ‘music drama,’” was the great German composer
Richard Wagner (1813-83).

It is an exaggeration to say that there are no internal
repeats in Wagner’s most imposing music drama, the Ring of
the Nibelungen, which gave the phrase ‘of Wagnerian length’
its meaning in our language. It is, in fact, four separate music
dramas; and Wagner knit them together, musically, with what
are called ‘leitmotifs musical phrases and fragments
associated with particular characters, ideas, and events in the
plot, which occur and reoccur, periodically, to represent or
emphasize dramatic events. These leitmotifs do, indeed, lend a
kind of continuous symphonic texture to the work.
Nevertheless, the leitmotifs never literally repeat themselves,
as Wagner has endlessly ingenious ways of altering the har-
monies that accompany them, to suit the dramatic situation.
And the overall impression is of a musical fabric that

faithfully follows the meaning and emotive import of the
words and events. It is a seamless musical fabric in which the
orchestra—a giant one by the standards of Wagner’s day—is
the principal player. Needless to say, closed musical forms
such as aria or dramatic ensemble are totally rejected.

In an obvious way Wagner’s idea of music drama was not
new, but, in effect, a return to the earliest conception of
musical theater, as envisioned by the Florentine Camerata. It
was opera, as I am using that term, with its attempt to
reconcile drama with closed musical form, and with internal
and external repetition, that was the innovation. However
that may be, the division between opera and music drama is
remarkable in its propensity for generating dispute, not just
among  theoreticians, composers,  critics, and even
philosophers, but among the public of music-lovers as well.
There are music-lovers who can't abide the ‘absurdities’ of the
musical theater at all, in particular, the ‘spectacle’ of
conversation in music. But even among those who can accept
that premise, there is a remarkable difference in tastes that
seems irreconcilable and even, at times, violent. Wagner’s
music, in particular, has a tendency to generate -either
frenzied devotion or outright disgust. And, on the other side,
there is no more fanatically committed audience than that
for ‘grand opera,” as well as no other art form so consistently
lampooned, ridiculed, satirized, and generally just plain
laughed at.

The source of these passions lies, I am convinced, in the
deep divide that separates the literary and visual arts, on the
one hand, from absolute music on the other, of which I spoke
in the previous chapter. As great a ‘pure’ musical mind as
Wagner possessed, and even his enemies cannot deny him
that, the Ring, for many music-lovers, does not satisfy the
‘pure’ musical craving. And, as for the two universally
acknowledged masters of opera, as I use that term, Mozart
and Giuseppe Verdi (1813-1901), they, for their part, do not
fully satisfy the ‘pure’ dramatic craving of the sophisticated
theatergoer. Even for someone who can accept drama in
verse, the step to drama in closed musical forms is a difficult
one and, for many, impossible.

But these brief, summary remarks on the problems of

opera and music drama do not yet, for our purposes, close
the book on either the question of ‘literary’ music in general,
or musical theater in particular. And, in order for that book
to be closed, we must go on to talk about another attempt
to bridge the gap between the arts of content and the art of
absolute music. That will occupy us in the next chapter.



