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Recap

• Classical music isn’t a thing of the past
• Individual musicians
• NYC organizations

• “Classical” vs. “classical”
• Different composers live different lives and make different music

• Different place
• Different time
• Different social roles
• Different personalities

• Ways to study a composer’s music: personal accounts, business records, 
listening to recordings, reading scores, performing, iconography
• Records don’t always exist or are incomplete



What does music mean?

• Meaning = what you 
hear and how you 
interpret it
• (Analysis = Description + 

“So what?”)

The sounds 
themselves

How a listener 
listens

The 
performer

Listener’s 
knowledge



Character and meaning: Age

How do these voices sound different?

What kind of situation do you imagine each character would be expressing these 
words? 

• Where are they? What have they experienced that’s led them to this 
moment? What do they care about? Who are they talking to? What kind of 
person are they? Etc.

How does the sound of the singer’s voice add to the drama of the character they’re 
playing?

The first version is sung by a young man in his 20s (Nine Inch Nails). The 
second version is sung by an old man at the end of his life in his 70s 
(Johnny Cash).



Character and meaning: Gender

How do these voices sound different?

What kind of situation do you imagine each character would be expressing these 
words? 

• Where are they? What have they experienced that’s led them to this 
moment? What do they care about? Who are they talking to? What kind of 
person are they? Etc.

How does the sound of the singer’s voice add to the drama of the character they’re 
playing?

The first version is sung by a group of women (Destiny’s Child). 
The second version is sung by a man (Sick Puppies).



Opera
• Secular

• Originated during the 17th century as a way to 
add magnificence to royal and noble events
• Adding music to plays (example: masques in 

England)

• Singing is dramatic and takes great skill

• The first opera theater open to paying customers 
appeared in Venice, Italy, in 1637

• Social event: eating, talking, drinking, visiting

• Singing and orchestral accompaniment together 
imitate spoken language, sensations, and 
emotions

• A staged genre: acting, costumes, props, set 
design 
• Librettist – writes the words of the opera

• Composer – writes the music

Margrave’s Opera Theater, 
Bayreuth 1879



Henry Purcell (1659-1695), Dido and Aeneas
(1689)

• Based on Virgil’s The Aeneid
(29-19 BC)

Giovanni Barbieri (1591-1666), The Death of Dido



Henry Purcell (1659-95), Dido and Aeneas, 
Act III opening (1689)

Royal Opera House, May 15, 2009 – Christopher Hogwood, (conductor), Ji-Min Park 
(sailor), Wayne McGregor (choreographer)

Come away fellow 
sailors, come away,

Your anchors be 
weighing;

Time and tide will admit 
no delaying;

Take a boozy short leave 
of your nymphs on the 
shore,

And silence their 
mourning with vows of 
returning,

Tho’ never intending to 
visit them more.



Opera: dramatic stories and human emotions

• Operas take small moments and blow them up to large proportions

• It takes longer to sing words than speak them, so the music physically 
takes a long time to be heard

• Repeating melodies and adding dancing can make a scene even 
longer, which means that the emotional mood persists



Singing styles and purposes

Aria

• Emotional outpouring

• Repetitive text and melody

• Singer’s vocal technique and 
ability are put on display

• Many harmony changes 
(demonstrating the nuances of 
the singer’s emotion)

• Full orchestra accompaniment

Recitative

• Depicts characters’ thoughts, plans, 
and dialogue

• Advances the plot

• Little to no text repetition

• Unpredictable and forgettable 
melody

• Few harmony changes

• Minimal instrumental 
accompaniment



Henry Purcell (1659-95), Dido and Aeneas
“Dido’s Lament” (1689)

Royal Opera House, May 15, 2009 – Christopher Hogwood, 
(conductor), Sarah Connolly (Dido)

When I am laid, am laid in 
Earth
May my wrongs create no 
trouble, no trouble in thy 
breast

Remember me
Remember me
But ah, forget my fate!

A

B



Teatro Regio in Turin, 
Italy (1740)



Metropolitan Opera, NYC (established 
1880 – The building at Lincoln Center 
was built 1966)



Distaste for opera

“Would you know what an opera is? I’ll tell you, 
that it is an odd medley of poetry and music, 

wherein the poet and musician, equally confined 
one by the other, take a world of pains to compose 

a wretched performance.” 

– Charles St. Évremond (1613-1703) 

Opera is “an exotick and irrational 
entertainment.”

–Dr. Samuel Johnson (1709-1784) 



Richard Wagner, Prelude to Lohengrin, Act III 
(1850)

1. What are your first impressions of this piece?

2. What does this piece seem to communicate or convey? What 
feelings does it instill in you (the listener)?



Richard Wagner, Prelude to Lohengrin, Act III 
(1850)

What inimitable art did Beethoven employ in his “C-minor Symphony,” 
[No. 5], in order to steer his ship from the ocean of infinite yearning to the 
haven of fulfillment! He was able to raise the utterance of his music almost
to a moral resolve, but not speak aloud that final world; and after every 
onset of the will, without a moral handhold, we feel tormented by the 
equal possibility of falling back again to suffering, as of being led to lasting 
victory. Nay, this falling-back must almost seem to us more “necessary” 
than the morally ungrounded triumph, which therefore—not being a 
necessary consummation, but a mere arbitrary gift of grace—has not the 
power to lift us up and yield to us that “ethical” satisfaction which we 
demand as outcome of the yearning of the heart…



Richard Wagner, Tristan und Isolde, (1865) Act 
III Liebestod [Love-death transfiguration]
• Idealizes death (a climactic, beautiful, romanticized 

event)

• Isolde hallucinates about Tristan

• The orchestra is equally important as the singer

• The voice is sometimes engulfed by the orchestra 
(just like Isolde is engulfed by her passion)

Leontyne Price (b. 1927), soprano

How softly and gently
he smiles,
how sweetly
his eyes open –
can you see, my friends,
do you not see it?

How he glows
ever brighter,
raising himself high
amidst the stars?
Do you not see it?

How his heart
swells with courage,
gushing full and majestic
in his breast?
How in tender bliss
sweet breath
gently wafts
from his lips –
Friends! Look!
Do you not feel and see it?

Do I alone hear
this melody
so wondrously
and gently
sounding from within him,
in bliss lamenting,
all-expressing,
gently reconciling,
piercing me,
soaring aloft,
its sweet echoes
resounding about me?

Are they gentle
aerial waves
ringing out clearly,
surging around me?
Are they billows
of blissful fragrance?
As they seethe
and roar about me,
shall I breathe,
shall I give ear?

Shall I drink of them,
plunge beneath them?
Breathe my life away
in sweet scents?
In the heaving swell,
in the resounding echoes,
in the universal stream
of the world-breath –
to drown,
to founder –
unconscious –
utmost rapture!



Reactions to Tristan und Isolde

“There was only Beethoven and Richard 
[Wagner] – and after them, nobody.” 

–Gustav Mahler, composer (1904)

"So there I sat in the topmost gallery of the Berlin Opera House, 
and from the first sound of the cellos my heart contracted 
spasmodically... Never before has my soul been deluged with such 
floods of sound and passion, never had my heart been consumed 
by such yearning and sublime bliss... A new epoch had begun: 
Wagner was my god, and I wanted to become his prophet.“ 
–Bruno Walter, conductor 1889



Reactions to Tristan und Isolde

It was "the most repugnant thing I 
have ever seen or heard in all my life.” 

–Clara Schumann

"I know of some, and have heard of many, who could not 
sleep after it, but cried the night away. I feel strongly out 
of place here. Sometimes I feel like the one sane person in 
the community of the mad.” –Mark Twain, 1891



Richard Wagner, Prelude to Lohengrin, Act III 
(1850)

3. Who is another artist or musician that you think commands the 
same intensity of reaction, admiration, and influence that Wagner did 
in his time?

4. How do Wagner’s ideas make you feel?

5. How would you feel if your favorite artist or musician made similar 
statements?

6. How is your listening experience different now compared with your 
first impressions of the piece?



Wagner’s influence

• Concert going: Bayreuth Festspielhaus

• Stadium seating (no private boxes and 
the audience’s attention is focused on 
the stage)

• Lights are dimmed during 
performances

• Sunken orchestra pit

• Every musician working in the West at the 
turn of the 20th century had to contend 
with the shadow of Wagner: imitate, 
follow, or reject



Reminders

• Online discussion (Musicking) ends March 31
• Next online discussion: Musicking (Mar 25-31)

• Peer critique #2, Apr 1-7
• Excerpts from either Reflection 3 or 4 are due online by 11:59pm on Mar 30

• Reading for next class is available online: Round table assignments 
(sent via email)

• Round table #3: F Apr 5 / W Apr 10

• Writing Portfolio due F Apr 12 / W Apr 17

• Concert Response Essay due at the Final Exam


