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ichard Wagner (1813-1883) is a key fig-

ure in the history of opera—what he later

called “music drama.” He composed thir-
teen published operas over the course of his life-
time, starting with his first opera, Die Feen (The
Fairies, 1833), written in his twenties. By contrast,
his catalogue records only thirteen choral works
(two of them under ten measures in length).!
These choral pieces, many written for men’s
choir only, are not performed or discussed near-
ly as often as his orchestral works, stage works,
or songs for solo vocalists, and cannot be con-
sidered part of the standard choral repertoire.”
Furthermore, Wagner’s book, Uber das Dirigiren
(On Conducting, 1869), provides no instructions or
methods regarding directing or rehearsing vo-
cal ensembles, despite his experience as chorus
master at the theater in Wirzburg during his
early career.” Wagner’s music drama choruses,
nevertheless, reveal the composer’s skill in writ-
ing polyphonic passages for voices. This article
compares the role of these choral passages be-
fore and after the publication of his book-length
essay, Opera and Drama (1851), while exploring
Wagner’s compositional style for choruses.
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THE CHORUS AS A DRAMATIC FORCE IN WAGNER'S OPERAS

Traditionally, grand operas feature a clear distinc-
tion between the writing for the lead singing roles and
that of the chorus. The leading roles are the main
characters of the work that carry the story of the op-
era. The lead characters may also combine to form
trios, quartets, or other small vocal ensembles, either
as the plot requires or at the end of a scene to build
a climax. Often, these climactic scenes are backed by
the massed singing of the chorus and usually the fuzti
orchestra. In such instances, the choruses do not per-
form any narrative function, but, rather, simply com-
plement the plot while aiding in the achievement of
a grandiose image on the stage. In Opera and Drama,
Wagner declared the goal of the drama of the future
to be poetic realization. Traditional arias, ensembles,
and choruses in grand operas, he believed, should
be dispensed with if the characters (those who form
a group of singers) did not impart distinguishable
meaning to the plot. Wagner’s aim was not to com-
pletely exclude “group vocal singing,” but rather the
traditional commenting feature of the “chorus” de-
rived from Greek drama.

Wagner’s penchant for polychoral style was re-
vealed in the earlier stages of his career. For a concert
in Dresden in 1848, Wagner designed an astonishing
program in which he conducted Palestrina’s Stabat
Mater and Bach’s motet Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied
(BWYV 225) between Mozart’s Symphony in D major and
Beethoven’s Eroica symphony. Wagner intended to
include these greatly heterogeneous works together
on one program to underline their contrasting styles.
Furthermore, Wagner edited the score of Palestrina’s
Stabat Mater performed in the concert, which is an im-
portant record of Wagner’s interest in interpretation
of the music from the Renaissance and Baroque eras.
The main feature of both pieces is a double-choir tex-
ture. Stabat Mater was one of the few works in Palestri-
na’s output utilizing double-choir style, and it was the
work Wagner himself decided to edit with modern ex-
pression markings. Wagner might have found echoes
of his own stylistic preferences, foreshadowed by the
masters of previous eras.

Wagner’s choral technique is unique: he preferred
to arrange in multi-chorus style and to predominant-
ly use Mdnnerchore (men’s chorus). By highlighting the
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individualities of the grouped singers, Wagner created
what is likely the most complex vocal ensemble pas-
sages in opera up to that time. Following his argument
in Opera and Drama that other types of choruses should
be abandoned in operas, Wagner successfully provided
his own examples of how an opera chorus served as a
legitimate dramatic force.

There are numerous studies of various aspects of
Wagner’s operas including the historical background
of the stories, staging, orchestration, musical style, and
vocal ficher (categories) of Wagnerian opera singers
(e.g., Heldentenors). Fewer scholars have focused on
Wagner’s choral music or the choruses in his staged
works.

A famous passage in Opera and Drama states: “Even
the Chorus, as hitherto employed in Opera, and ac-
cording to the significance there assigned it in even
the most favorable cases, will have to vanish from our
drama.”* In light of this remarkable statement, several
scholars have examined how Wagner utilized the cho-
rus in his operas after 1852. Alan Roy Anbari writes
that Wagner did not succeed in relinquishing the use
of a chorus in his later music dramas, even while he
criticized the traditional use of choral passages as pre-
senting “stock characters and stock character types,”
which he felt should be avoided.” Similarly, Ryan Mi-
nor, in his article, “Wagner’s last chorus: Consecrating
space and spectatorship in Parsifal,” aims to show how
Wagner made good use of the choruses in Parsifal de-
spite his apparent promise to abolish opera choruses.”
In fact, Wagner’s music dramas post-1852 all include
choruses or passages in which several characters sing
together chorally.” It seems highly unlikely that Wag-
ner’s ideal music drama should exclude choruses en-
tirely.

Wagner’s claim that the chorus would have to van-
ish from drama has been taken out of context. In ear-
lier sections of Opera and Drama, Wagner explained the
tradition of the chorus in the Greek tragedy:

Grecek Tragedy, in its Chorus and its Heroes,
combined the Public with the Art-work: the
latter held before the Folk, not only itself, but
also its own judgment on itself—as it were, a
concrete meditation. Now the Drama ripened
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into Art-work in exact measure as the inter-
pretative judgment of the Chorus so irrefut-
ably expressed itself in the actions of the He-
roes, that the Chorus was able to step down
from the stage and back into the Folk itself;
thus leaving behind it only actual partakers in
the living Action.®

Wagner then stated that Shakespeare’s Tragedy un-
conditionally stands above that of Greece because of
the new artistic technique applied to chorus:

With Shakespeare, the Chorus is resolved
into divers individuals directly interested in
the Action, and whose doings are governed
by precisely the same promptings of individ-
ual Necessity as are those of the chief Hero
himself. Even their apparent subordination in
the artistic framework is merely a result of the
scantier points of contact they have in com-
mon with the chief Hero, and nowise of any
technical undervaluing of these lesser person-
ages; for wherever the veriest subordinate has
to take a share in the main plot, he delivers
himself entirely according to his personal
characteristics, his own free fancy.’

Following this statement, Wagner refined his objec-
tions and made room for exceptions. As Wagner states,
the ideal Drama of the Future has:

no room at all for the exhibition of individ-
ualities so subsidiary in their reference to the
drama [or plot] that they may be employed
for the purpose of giving a polyphonic ren-
dering to the harmony, through their merely
symphonising share in the melody of the main

personages.'’

In other words, the choruses may exist if the char-
acters forming the choir are mandatory to the plot and
their narrative is crucial to delivering the action of the
story. In Wagner’s opinion, the vivid individualities of
the Shakespearian theatre gradually lost their unique-
ness in the dramatic art of his time. As for opera cho-
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ruses, he was against their being merely “well-schooled

masses” and “aspects of dumb pageant.”!!

Wagner
felt opera choruses were essentially stage machinery,
given voice and set into motion to brighten up scenes
and pivot around the main characters. Wagner object-
ed to choruses that focused on individual characters
who were subsidiary to the main drama,'? and he de-
termined that such choruses should be eliminated if
their sole purposes was to harmonize the melodies of
the main characters, or if they merely strengthened
the identification of dramatic scenes.

Accordingly, Wagner declared that choruses should
be abolished unless their presence was entirely war-
ranted and necessary to a higher understanding of the
drama.'® In Anbari’s words, he allowed that “this is the
only justifiable way a choral episode can be included
in a drama.”!* For Wagner, every role in the drama—
even several characters forming a chorus—needed to
contribute to the plot and the meaning of the story.

Wagner’s first music drama following the publica-
tion of Opera and Drama was Der Ring des Nibelungen (The
Ring of the Nibelung, 1848-1874), with its four associated
but separate dramas. The only “chorus” in the Ring cy-
cle is created by the men and women of the Gibichung
tribe, occurring in the latter half of Gatterdammerung
(The Twilight of the Gods, 1876). There is no sign of a
chorus en masse in the first three music dramas of the
Ring cycle. Chorus-like passages, however, occur with
different sets of important characters in the form of
chamber ensembles. In the very first scene of the Ring
cycle, set at the bottom of the Rhine River in Das Rhe-
ingold (The Rheingold, 1854), the three Rhinemaidens are
the first characters to appear. The characters are giv-
en distinguishable personalities, including names, and
they have sharply outlined responsibilities in the story
as guardians of the Rhinegold. Woglinde sings, “Weia!
Waga! Waft your waves, ye waters! Carry your crests to
the cradle! Wagalaweia! Wallala weiala weia”” She 1s later
joined by Wellgunde and Flosshilde, and together they
joyfully establish the scene through a dialogue-like trio
with each maiden singing independently.

Later, the three maidens tease the repugnant Al-
berich and teach him about the secrets of the Rhe-
ingold. Other passages, the most famous being the
moment when they call out the motive of Rheingold,
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are in homophonic texture with all three maidens uni-
fying their text (Figure 1). Thus, the Rhinemaidens are
treated both as three individuals and as one set of char-
acters with the same nature—the small ensemble who
narrates the story together.

Another set of important characters are the nine
Valkyries. Each Valkyrie has an individual name, and
they interact as nine independent characters, includ-
ing Brinnhilde. Following the Act III prelude of Die
Walkiire (The Valkyrie, 1870), eight of the Valkyries on
stage are undertaking their duty of leading dead heroes
to Valhalla. Sometimes, these eight characters sing to
each other, just as we would normally chat with our
colleagues in the real world. When Brinnhilde appears
asking for their shelter, the other eight Valkyries be-
come a unified group. Sometimes they sing in an in-
terwoven, polyphonic texture as an octet (Figure 2 on
page 25), but at other times they are divided into three
subgroups singing in homophonic texture and thus
forming a small chorus (Figures 3a and 3b on page 26).

Similarly, the chorus formed by Gibichung’s men
and women in Gatlerdimmerung superficially resembles
a traditional opera chorus. The Gibichung’s vassals,
however, are essential to the drama and not just a part
of the scenery to decorate the Gibichung’s hall. In the
third scene of Act II, Hagen calls the vassals and or-
ders them to sacrifice animals as offerings to the gods.
Through conversation with the vassals, represented by
a men’s choir, Hagen is able to lead the preparation
for Gunther’s upcoming wedding. Hagen’s command

to the vassals that they should “serve [Briinnhilde]
loyally: if she is ever wronged, be swift to avenge her”
reveals the cunning scheme of Alberich’s son."” This
scene could probably also be constructed as if Hagen
were talking to himself in his monologue. Nevertheless,
since 1t is about the wedding of Gunther as leader of
the Gibichung tribe, it makes more sense to have Ha-
gen’s liegemen involved in the scene as witnesses. On
the other hand, since Wagner completed the libretto
of Gatterdammerung four years before the essay Opera and
Drama, we can assume that the arrangement of the
roles in Gotterdidmmerung is similar to the composer’s old-
er style.

The choruses in Wagner’s Der fliegende Hollinder (The
Flying Dutchman, 1841) highlight another aspect of the
composer’s approach to opera choruses. There are
three different groups of massed choruses in Der flie-
gende Hollander: the Norweglan maidens, the crew of
Daland’s vessel, and the crew of the title ship, The Fly-
ing Dutchman. The first scene of Act I starts with the
sailors’ chorus at work. The sailors speak only among
themselves; their song identifies them as sailors and de-
fines the scene as a voyage at sea, but it does not propel
the narrative of the ongoing story since they are not
speaking to any of the main characters. The second
act of the opera contains the famous spinning chorus
of the Norwegian maidens (SSAA). The women’s cho-
rus not only introduces the background of that par-
ticular scene but also reflects, responds to, and com-
ments upon the conversation between the two primary
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Figure 1. Richard Wagner, Das Rheingold, Act L, scene 1, mm. 540-542.
Rhinemaidens singing in homophonic texture
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characters: Senta and Mary. The maidens themselves,
however, are not given distinctive personalities and are
not mandatory characters in the plot. Wagner cedes a
relatively large proportion of this opera to choruses. In
the first scene of Act III, for example, the choruses of
the sailors and maidens are on stage singing for more
than fifteen minutes, and they are on stage again in the
final scene of the opera. Yet, the significance of their

roles in the drama is minimal.

Wagner favored using choruses or ensembles as forc-
es to build tension and drama. Many acts and scenes in
his music dramas start and/or end with choral passag-
es. The very first scene of Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg
(The Mastersingers of Nuremberg, 1868) is set in the church
of St. Katherine with the congregation (“Die Gemeinde”)
singing a chorale. The final scene of the entire music

216
()
o & I I I ]
Briinnh. (‘Q?’v‘ —=% | | | |
nach!
(Alle Walkiiren heftig erschreckend)
) 83—, | . he be e
7 e e — > = e T a— -
Helmw. '\3 v S IY‘ H." H." ¥ H." rS A — rS T I T ‘i,/) ? | |
Bist du von Sin- nen? Sa-ge uns! Wie? Flieh’st du vor  ihm?___
0 o ! o o be |;||o bf -
S S e S B S 1 S I S ] S 2 S— S S — e — = —
Ortl. '\.)’DV rS } r i H ry \' } 74 i T "V) ? rS I H }
Ha! Sprich! Ver-folgt  dich Heer-va - ter? O sag’l___
) 3 [ L
Gerh b P —— bo——a |1 i 1
: ) I L — t I D1 r ]
D) ' y v i ! 4 r
Bist du von Sin- nen? Sa-ge uns! Wie? Flieh’st du vor  ihm?____
0 , | N
Waltr y I;,. ¥ e ¥ E"“ f < ‘vy‘_ ot e—fhe—_—— _ > | Pe |
: D L — < = I — 77— D 7 — - —* i ]
D) [ I 4 ' r r I
Ha! Sprich! Ver-folgt  dich Heer-va - ter? O sag’l____
0 3 N N
: %L—)—'—'—'—'T'_p_)—L—H"#)-—'—.E"—"—'A"—{
Stegr. BH—= | ——— T———— 2 — L — t  —a— —— 5 1
D) ' i § r r | | § r T 4
Bist du von Sin- nen? Sa-ge uns! Wie? Flieh’st du vor  ihm?
0 , .
i — 2P ot = “he > > | o P& ® { — - |
Rossw. L — < f | DT 15 e Z— . — | — P 1
D) I r I r I § T 4
Ha! Sprich! Ver-folgt  dich Heer-va - ter? O sag’l____
0 3 N
Gri A H—» b \‘\’ ¥ N —N— ¥ f = T by N n o — |
mg. L — —— E————— tho~—e—o L — 1 P — i — N 1
D) " ' [4 Ld - o
Bist du von Sin- nen? Sa-ge uns! Wie? Flieh’st du vor  ihm?___
0
o — it ¥ f — b f N K | N 2 T I n o —— |
Schwertl. |ny?>—= I < fe — L — T e E— E — R —— — 0 1
\ e jo—e—= o 4+
Ha! Sprich! Ver-folgt  dich Heer-va - ter? (¢} sagt!
h
P | . be fe e ——
m < i—g’ < z 2 ”: < z 2 E < ¥ I k < ¥ E‘i < l)I H e H
&~ I ) Ld rS el 7 rS rS hl rS i o0 I
\UV T Y Iyl IY‘ 5 VV y Fy\’l' 'al..
ﬁ/\ P cresc. Jp \\_/<
b ) | b l"' b qﬁ'
- 72 Iﬂ; ﬁ%_?:ﬁ_
Je T & 2 & & 4 72 2 & & e < I I I I
" 4 - < 4 ! <— L —] —— I X —
7 e *°

Figure 2. Richard Wagner, Die Walkiire, Act 11, scene 1, mm. 216-219.
The eight Valkyries (without Briinnhilde) in polyphonic octet
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drama ends with the people (“Tolk”) praising Masters-
ingers as practitioners of the “holy German art,” and
the great Master Hans Sachs in particular. Likewise,
Wagner’s earlier stage work, Lokengrin (1850), begins
with a men’s chorus singing immediately after the pre-
lude. Furthermore, every act in Lohengrin ends with cho-
ruses, some divided up to seven parts (SSATTBB).

Being praised as “the most German of all Ger-
man operas,”'® Die Meistersinger is a story that revolves
around a society of musicians as craftsmen and their
intricate rules regarding performing and composing.
Wagner also includes the actual historical figure Hans
Sachs (1494-1576) in the drama; Sachs may have been
a symbolic character intended to reflect Wagner him-
self, meant to justify reformative approaches and tech-
niques in his compositions. Choruses and ensembles
occupy a considerable proportion of this music drama
as well. In the fifth scene of Act III, for instance, Wag-
ner skillfully utilizes triple-choir texture for the three
different groups of craftsmen: the shoemakers, tai-
lors, and bakers. The primary voices in the choruses
in Die Meistersinger are tenors and basses, which have
the most complex settings of all the vocal ensembles:
at the end of Act II, there are eighteen different vocal
parts for seventeen male vocal parts and one female
part interwoven in the plot (Figure 4 on page 28). Cho-
ral moments of seven parts, ten parts, or fifteen parts
appear frequently. Wagner may well have been trying
to give almost every actor on stage his or her own line
to underscore their individuality. In the last part of the
story, on St. John’s Eve, the characters involved in the
disturbance are not just acting as a surrounding sonic
backdrop; they are individuals taking active parts in the
scene.

The choruses in Parsifal (1882), Wagner’s last music
drama, are constructed in a more intricate way. Farsi-
Jal, like Lohengrin and Die Meistersinger; ends with choral
passages. Even if Parsifal’s choruses do not carry much
of the narrative, as Minor claims, both the flower
maidens and the Knights of the Grail are indispens-
able to the drama.'” Minor discusses the meaning and
function of the choruses in Parsifal and provides, along
with detailed musical analyses, ideas on their musical
and psychological meaning. He proposes that there is a
“fundamental correlation between the treatment of the
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chorus in Parsifal and the consecration which, Wagner
insisted, the work performed [at the Bayreuth Festspiel-
haus].”"™ Since Parsifal is Wagner’s last music drama,
Minor furthered his argument as such:

Parsifal, according to the tenets in Wagner’s
dramaturgical and aesthetic tracts, his last cho-
rus also represents “the” last chorus; in Parsifal,
what is a gain in the consecration of space is a
loss in the communal autonomy of its inhabi-
tants'?

On the other hand, Anbari portrays Wagner’s “ideal
use of chorus” through the complexity of the flower
maidens’ passage:

The ensemble of the flower-maidens consists
of two groups each containing three solo sing-
ers, and a double chorus of first, second and
third soprano voices, which is again subdivid-
ed—probably Wagner’s ideal use of chorus.
The most complex female chorus divisi give
the chorus its acting function of the scene. It is
clear that the characters which the choirs bear
are essential in the drama rather than merely

presenting the masses in the scene.”’

This most complex female chorus diisi consists of two
groups, each containing three solo singers; and a dou-
ble chorus, each subdivided into three parts. The flower
maidens are responsible for luring Parsifal in the form
of subdivided double-chorus with twelve parts (Figure
5 on page 29).

Wagner’s execution of choral writing in Parsifal, to-
gether with the choral moments in his earlier operas,
shows his preference for composing voices in cori spez-
zati (split choirs), which are choirs separated by physical
space. Besides the flower maidens and knights, Wagner
arranged unseen treble voices to sing in the commu-
nion ceremony. It is noteworthy that the composer in-
dicates the voices should sound from different heights
of the temple. Wagner presents the very last com-
munion scene with double choirs: the unseen voices
(SSAA) and Knights of the Grail (I'TBB). Each choir
is further divided into another set of double choirs: the
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Figure 4. Richard Wagner, Die Meistersinger von Niirnberg, end of Act IL.
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Figure 5. Richard Wagner, Parsifal, Act 11, scene ii.

Flower Maidens in 12- part subdivided double chorus
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unseen voices are indicated as becoming two groups,
singing from the “extreme height of the temple” and
“mid height of the temple”; the knights are scored for
first choir and second choir (Figure 6).

Here, Wagner demonstrates his ability to compose
theatrical music with a clear understanding of stage di-
rection: the three-dimensional space of the stage allows
a stage director to have different ideas on how to place
the singers/actors of the choir in the scene. Cori spezza-
& was most notably used by Renaissance and Baroque
composers in Venice, who adapted music to the archi-
tectural features of St. Mark’s Basilica. As a master of
music drama, it is reasonable to assume that Wagner was
fascinated by this compositional style, which naturally
creates a stereo sound effect. Placing the unseen voices
to sound from different heights in the temple, perhaps
symbolizing angels or saints, Wagner transformed the
theater into a convincing representation of a sanctuary.
Similarly, in the fifth scene of the third act of Die Meis-
tersinger;, Wagner skillfully utilizes triple-choir texture for

the three different groups of craftsmen: the shoemakers,
tailors, and bakers.

Another prominent feature in the choruses of Wag-
ner’s music dramas is the use of separate men’s and
women’s ensembles. The proportion of passages with
full SATB choruses is relatively small. Adding to this,
Wagner uses more grouped male voices than female.
The chorus of Gibichung’s tribe in Gitterddmmerung, for
example, first appears with only the men singing up to
seven parts responding to Hagen (see Figure 7a on page
31).

When the Gibichung’s women join the scene to pre-
pare for the weddings, they are given only eight mea-
sures of singing, all in unison (see Figure 7b on page 31,
Frauen part). Most of Wagner’s music dramas make more
use of the tradition of the German Mdnnerchor, an en-
semble that was popular in the nineteenth century. As
Karen Ahlquist states in the Oxford Music Online Encyclo-
pedia, Mdnnerchore gained prominence around 1817 and
became the main body of an extensive political network
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Figure 6. Richard Wagner, Parsifal, Act 111, scene ii.
Poly-choral style
(Singing from “different heights” of the temple as indicated)
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Figure 7a. Richard Wagner, Gotterddmmerung, Act 11, scene iii.

Gibichung’s men responding to Hagen in 7 parts
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Gibichung’s men and women
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during the Revolutions in 1848-49. This network, linked
into federations, facilitated choral festivals, activities, and
even political gatherings forbidden by the government.?!
Some of Wagner’s contemporaries, including Franz
Schubert, Felix Mendelssohn, and Anton Bruckner, pro-
duced important output for Mdnnerchor Few composers
of the time, however, placed emphasis on using Mdanner-

chire in operas.

Conclusion

The ensembles and choruses in Wagner’s music dra-
mas after 1852, including the Ring cycle, Die Meisters-
inger von Niirnberg, Tristan und Isolde, and Parsifal, may be
regarded as the composer’s only legitimate choral mo-
ments, approved by Wagner himself. Wagner not only
entrusted each singing role with the most difficult and
independent parts, but also grouped and placed these
roles in a three-dimensional stage design to heighten the
theatrical impact of his Gesamtkunstwerk (‘Total Work of Art,
a complete integration of music and drama). Wagner’s
output does not include extensive passages exclusively
for choirs, but the passages he did produce clearly illus-
trate his intentions when including voices in his stage
works. They stand as examples of Wagner’s belief that
the chorus must be a dramatic force in an opera.
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