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Wagnerism

Acan, my duties as a musical critic con
pelled me to ascertain very carefully the
exact bearings of the controversy which
has raged round Wagner's music-dramas
since the middle of the century. When
you and I last met, we were basking in
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the sun between the acts of Parsifal at
Bayreuth ; but experience has taught me
that an American may appear at Bayreuth
without being necessarily fonder than mast
men of a technical discussion on music,
Let me therefore put the case to you in
a mercifully intelligible way., Music is
like drawing, in that it can be purely
decorative, or purcly dramatic, or any-
thing between the two. A draughtsman
may be a pattern-designer like William
Morris, or he may be a delineator of life
and character, like IFord Madox Brown,
Or he may come between these two
extremes, and treat scemes of life and
character in a decorative way, like Walter
Crane or Burne-Jones : both of thern con-
summate pattern-designers, whose subject-
pictures and illustrations are also funda-
mentally figure-patterns, prettier than
Madox Brown’s, but much less convine-
ingly alive. Do you realize that in music
we have these same alternative applications
of the art to drama and decoration ? You
can compose a graceful, symmetrical sound-

pattern that exists solely for the sake of its
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own grace and symmetry. Or you can
compose music to heighten the expression
of human emotion ; and such music will
be intensely affecting in the presence of
that emotion, and utter nonsensc apart
from it. For examples of purs pattern-
designing in music I should have to go
kack to the old music of the thirteenth,
fourteenth, and fifteenth centuries, before
the operatic movement gained the upper
hand 1 but I am afraid my assertions that
much of this music is very beautiful, and
hugely superior to the stuff our music
publishers turn out to-day, would not be
believed in America ; for when T hinted
at something of the kind lately in the
American Musical Courier, and pointed
ont alsa the beauty of the instruments
for which this old music was written
(viols, virginals, and so on), one of .your
leading musical critics rebuked me with
an cpatiation on the superiority (meaning
apparently the greater loudness) of the
modern concert grand pianoforte, and
contemptucusly ordered the Middle Ages
out from the majestic presence of the
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nineteenth century.! You must take my
word for it that in England alone a long
line of composers, from Henry VIII to
Lawes and Purcell, have left us quantities
of instrumental music which was neither
dramatic music nor descriptive music, but
was designed to affect the hearer solely by
its beauty of sound and grace and inge-
nuity of pattern. This is the art which
Wagner called absclute music. It is re
presented to-day by the formal sonata and
symphony ; and we are coming back to it
in something like its old integrity by a post-
Wagnerian reaction led by that greatly gifted
absolute musician and hopelessly common-
placeand tedious homilist, Johannes Brahms.

To understand the present muddle,
you must know that modern dramatic
musi did not appear as an independent
branch of musical art, but a5 an adultera-
tion of decorative music.  The first modern
dramatic composcrs accepted as binding
on them the rules of good pattern-design-

' Povhaps by 1his lime, hosever, Mr. Arnold Dotmetseh
s educated Amcrica in this natter, ns he educated London
apl sdivcatod me.
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ing in sound ; and this absurdity was
made to appear practicable by the fact
that Mozart had such .an extraordinary
command of his art that his operas con-
tain aumbers which, though they seem to
follow the dramatic play of emotion and
character without reference ta any other
consideration whatever, are seen, on
examining them from the point of view
of the absolute musician, to be perfectly
symnetrical  sound-patterns,  But these
faurs de force were no real justification for
imposing the laws of pattern-designing
on other dramatic musicians; and even
Mozart himself broke away from them
in all directions, and was violently attacked
by his contemporarics for doing so, the
accusations levelled at him (absence of
melody, iHegitimate and discordant hac-
tonic progressions, and monstrous zbuse
of the orchestra) being exactly those with
which the opponents of Wagner sa often
pester eurselves.  Wagner, whose leading
lay characteristic was his enormous com-
mon-sense, completed the emancipation of
the dramatic musician from these laws
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of pattern-designing ; and we now have
operas, and very good ones too, wntten
by composers like Bruneau, who are not
musicians in the old scnsc at all @ that 1s,
they are not pattern-designers ; they do
not compose music apart from drama |
and when they have to furnish their
operas with dances, instrumental inter-
mezzos or the like, they elher take
themes from the dramatic part of their
operas and rhapsodize on them, or ¢lse
they turn out some perfectly simple song
or dance tune, at the cheapness of which
Haydn would have laughed, and give 1t
an air of momentousness by orchestral
and harmonic fineries,

If I 2dd now that music in the aca-
demic, professorial, Conservative, respect-
able sense always means decorative music,
and that students are taught that the laws
of pattern-designing are binding on all
musicizns, and that violations of them are
absolutely “wrong” ; and if I mention
incidentally that these laws are themsclves
confused by the survivals from a still older
tradition based on the Church art, techni-
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cally very highly specialized, of writing per-
fectly smooth and beautiful vocal harmony
for unaccompanied voices, worthy to be
sung by angelic doctors round the throne
of Gad (this was Palestrina’s art), you will
understand why all the professional musi-
cians who could not see beyond the routine
they were taught, and all the men and
women (and there are many of them) wha
have little or no sense of drama, but a very
keen sense of beauty of sound and pretti-
ness of pattern in music, regarded Wagner
as a madman who was reducing music to
chaos, perversely introducing ugly and
brutal sounds into 2 region where beauty
and grace had reigned alone, and substi-
tuting an incoherent, aimless, formless,
endless meandering for the old familiar

mmetrical tunes like Pop Goes the

eazel, in which thc second and third
lines repeat, or nearly repeat, the pattern
of the first and second ; so that anyone
can remember and treasure them like
nursery rhymes. It was the unprofes.
sional, * unmusical " public which caught
the dramatic due, and saw order and
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power, strength and samity, in the sup-
Eznscd Wagner chaos ; and now, his battle

ing won and overwon, the professors, to
avert the ridicule of their pupils, are com-
pelled to explain (quite truly) that Wagner's
technical procedure in music is almost
pedantically logical and grammatical : that
the Lohengrin and Trnstan preludes are
masterpieces of the form proper to their
aim ; and that his disregard of “false
relations,” and his free use of the most
extreme discords without 'fpreparation,”
are straight and sensible instances of that
natural development of harmony which
has proceeded continuously frem the days
when commoen six-four chords were con-
sidered *wrong,” and such free use of
unprepared dominant scvenths and minor
ninths as had become common in Mozart's
time would have seemed the maddest
cacophony.!
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