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Richard Wagner and the Wesendonck-Lieder Op. 91

Five songs set to poems by Mathilde Wesendonck

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) wrote the “Five Songs for a Female Voice,”—to translate their official title—between November 1857 and
May 1858 to poems of Mathilde Wesendonck (1828-1902), a minor figure in German Romantic poetry, and the wife of the wealthy silk
trader Otto Wesendonck, one of Wagner’s patrons.

Wagner’s relationship with Mathilde Wesendonck seems to have given him inspiration to begin in a new direction. Although the exact
nature of their relationship is unclear, many assume that they were romantically involved, but it is not possible to say this for certain. At the
very least, Wagner and Mathilde Wesendonck found a common bond in art.

It was during his stay on the Wesendonck estate that Wagner conceived his next operatic project, Tristan and Isolde, composed between
1857 and 1859. Only a month after beginning the opera, however, he put it aside temporarily to set to music five poems of Mathilde
Wesendonck, two of which he specifically labeled “studies for Tristan and Isolde.” The song Trdume includes passages that foreshadow the
great love duet in Act II of Tristan, while Im Treibhaus (the last of the songs to be composed) contains ideas that are further developed in
the beginning of Act III.

(A note on the spelling of Wesendonck: Otto and Mathilde used Wesendonck, while their son called himself Franz von Wesendonk. There
were several German spelling “reforms” at the end of the nineteenth century in Germany. The forms Wesendonck and Wesendonk are found
in roughly equal proportion in literature pertaining to Wagner.)

Der Engel. In early days of childhood, often I heard talk of angels, who would exchange heaven’s sublime bliss for the earth’s sun lead
the soul heavenwards, far from every pain. When the soul longs for release and prays ardently to melt away in a trickle of tears, the
angel comes on glittering wings to redeem the mortal who bears it.

Stehe still! Time, always in motion, is the measure of eternity, and yet joy, not time, is measured when two souls unite. The mutual
understanding of the united souls transcends words. Eternal creation, halt! Slow your breathing, still your urge! When one eye drinks
another in bliss and one soul sinks into another, then man recognizes the sign of Eternity and solves your riddle—holy Nature!

Im Treibhaus. Palm branches reach longingly into thin air only to grasp a desolate
emptiness. (To strains of the opening Act III of Tristan and Isolde) Canopies of emerald, you
children of distant zones, why do you lament? You open your arms and embrace the
desolate, empty void. I know well, poor plants, a fate that we share; though we bathe
in light and radiance our homeland is not here!

Schmerzen. Sun, your daily rising and setting are the joys and sorrows of life, and
indeed, as one gives way to another, sorrow becomes the source of joy. Bathing in the
mirror of the sea, seized each evening by early death—your rising—the glory of the
gloomy world. If death gives rise to life, and pain to bliss, thanks be to nature for
such anguish!

Trdume. (Once again foreshadowing Tristan and Isolde, this time the great love duet of Act II)
Abandon worldly concerns in spirit-redeeming dreams before dying! Dreams, which
like sacred rays of light that plunge into the soul, there to paint an eternal image—
forgetting all and thinking of only one. With each passing hour, blooming and
bestowing their fragrance, these dreams gently glow and fade on your breast, and
then sink into the grave.
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