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TRISTAN AND ISOLDE:  PRELUDE AND LIEBESTOD

Wagner wrote Tristan and Isolde in 1859 as a four-hour music drama based upon a 12th Century legend 
about ill-fated lovers who can never belong to each other in this life.  Thus, they seek the consummation 
of their love in transfiguring death.

Isolde, an Irish princess, has been promised in marriage to King Marke of Cornwall.  But when Marke 
sends his knight Tristan to Ireland to escort Isolde to England for the wedding, they fall in love.  You 
don’t need much of an imagination to guess where the heart-rending plot goes from there.

Tristan and Isolde was one of the most controversial and influential works of the 19th Century.  As in 
all of his supercharged operas, which he called “music dramas,” Wagner elevated the orchestra to the 
status of an onstage character equal to the singers.  The music itself is often leading the performance, 
and for good reason.  Music can escort us into profound emotional realms beyond the reach of 
words.  Wagner was more interested in what drives us than in the stories themselves, and his plots 
become vehicles to explore the powerful forces that lurk beneath our capacity for reason – a central 
characteristic of 19th Century romanticism.

To plumb these intense depths, Wagner took instrumental music to new levels.  He unleashed upon the 
world potent new strains of orchestral color, chromaticism, dissonance, harmony, tonality, ambiguity, 
and polyphony never before heard, and the effect was stunning, indeed overwhelming to 19th Century 
audiences.  The very first chord heard five seconds into the Prelude – followed by dead silence – was 
so different and striking that to composers it has become known as “the Tristan chord,” mostly for its 
dramatic sense of ambiguity, pain, longing, and tension.  This unnerving effect is not resolved until four 
hours later when the lovers die.  The Tristan chord sets the emotional scene for the entire drama that 
follows.

Wagner himself combined the Prelude of his love-tragedy with its ending, the Liebestod or love-death, 
to create this concert piece.  It concludes with Isolde’s death after Tristan dies in her arms.  Although the 
music drama is a tragedy, the celestial ending is not.  Death isn’t oblivion, but only a welcome escape 
from the slings and arrows of this life into a better place.  Wagner explained this blissful transfiguration 
in a program note he wrote for a performance he conducted in Paris in 1860:  “The exhausted heart 
sinks back to pine away in a longing that can never attain its end, till in final exhaustion the dimming 
sight glimpses the highest bliss--- the bliss of dying, of ceasing to be, of final release into that 
wondrous realm from which we only stray the further the more we struggle to enter it by force.  Shall we 
call this realm Death?  Or is it not rather the wonder-world of Night, from which, as legend tells, the ivy 
and the vine grew from the graves of Tristan and Isolde to entwine in inseparable embrace?”

Wagner the man may have been full of faults, but his art is the product of genius.


