
The Trouble With Wagner: Michael Steinberg's
Provocative Exploration of a Musical
Colossus

Richard Wagner, the enigmatic German composer, has long been a subject
of fascination and controversy. His groundbreaking operas, with their
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sweeping melodies, complex harmonies, and unconventional structures,
have captivated audiences for generations. However, behind the musical
brilliance lies a complex and often troubling figure. In his thought-provoking
book, "The Trouble with Wagner," renowned music critic Michael Steinberg
delves deeply into Wagner's life, music, and legacy, offering a nuanced and
provocative examination of the man and his work.
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Wagner's Childhood and Early Influences

Steinberg begins by tracing Wagner's early life, providing insights into the
formative experiences that shaped his personality and artistic vision. Born
in Leipzig in 1813, Wagner grew up in a family immersed in the arts. His
father was a painter and playwright, while his mother was an actress.
These influences sparked Wagner's early passion for music, but his
childhood was also marked by tragedy and instability.

The Rise of a Musical Revolutionary

Wagner's early compositions showed promise, but it was with his
groundbreaking operas that he truly revolutionized the genre. "Rienzi"
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(1842) and "The Flying Dutchman" (1843) showcased his innovative use of
leitmotifs, a technique that would become a hallmark of his later works.
However, it was with "Tannhäuser" (1845) and "Lohengrin" (1850) that
Wagner fully established himself as a musical force to be reckoned with.

Anti-Semitism and Nationalism

Yet, alongside Wagner's musical genius lurked a dark side. Steinberg
delves into Wagner's anti-Semitic writings and his association with German
nationalism. Wagner's essay, "Judaism in Music," published in 1850, has
been widely condemned for its anti-Jewish sentiment. Steinberg argues
that Wagner's anti-Semitism was not simply a personal prejudice but was
deeply intertwined with his artistic and political beliefs.

The Wagnerian Hero and the Gesamtkunstwerk

Central to Wagner's operas is the concept of the Wagnerian hero, a
misunderstood outsider who battles against adversity and ultimately
achieves redemption. Steinberg explores the psychological and
philosophical underpinnings of this archetype, tracing its origins in
Wagner's own life experiences. He also examines Wagner's
Gesamtkunstwerk, the notion of a total work of art that combines music,
drama, poetry, and visual elements.

The Legacy of Wagner

Steinberg concludes his exploration by considering Wagner's enduring
legacy on music and beyond. While acknowledging the problematic
aspects of Wagner's personality and beliefs, he argues that his music
continues to inspire and provoke audiences today. From the lush
harmonies of "Tristan und Isolde" to the epic grandeur of "The Ring of the



Nibelung," Wagner's operas remain a testament to his extraordinary
creative genius.

Michael Steinberg's "The Trouble with Wagner" is a must-read for anyone
interested in the life and music of one of the most influential composers in
history. Steinberg's nuanced and deeply researched analysis provides a
fresh perspective on Wagner, his complexities, and his enduring impact on
the world of music and culture. By confronting the troubling aspects of
Wagner's legacy, Steinberg opens up a dialogue about the relationship
between art and morality, and the ongoing search for balance between
brilliance and redemption.
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