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OVERTURE TO DER FREISCHÜTZ

After ruining his vocal chords as an eighteen year-old by mistaking a bottle of nitric acid for wine, 
and then spending time in jail after he took the blame for his father’s theft, Weber finally hit pay dirt:  
He perfected German nationalist romantic opera.  He got the idea for his breakout work in a book of 
German ghost tales.  He called his opera Der Freischütz, which translates as The Wolf’s Den.  

It’s the gothic good vs. evil story of Max, a young marksman who, to win the hand in marriage of the 
beautiful Agatha, has to win a shooting contest.  To increase his chances of success, Max makes a 
corrupt deal with the devil in the haunted wolf’s den.  The devil uses his dark supernatural powers to 
provide Max with mystical magic bullets sure to hit the target, but the devil purposefully misdirects one 
of the deadly missiles.  It glances off Agatha’s head and kills a bystander whom the devil had secretly 
targeted for death.  The plot is ludicrous by today’s standards (unless you like Jamie Lee Curtis’s 
Halloween films), but Der Freischütz is credited with changing the course of opera.

Weber’s imaginative and powerful music paved the way for Wagner’s great Germanic supernatural 
“music dramas.”  Weber made his music a central character in his operas’ plots, and he pioneered the 
use of a musical recurring motto, or “leitmotif,” to represent the opera’s actors and story.  The leitmotif 
became Wagner’s trademark.

Unlike Rossini, Weber used his overtures to foreshadow and to set the stage for both the music and the 
action that follows.  In this groundbreaking overture, we will hear serenity overtaken by the haunted 
forest.  Demons dwell there, and humans enter at their own peril.  The forest itself becomes a sinister 
entity.  But the powers of evil are swept aside by a rhapsodic melody from the clarinet and the violins, 
foreshadowing the fabled Agatha.  Good wins the day over evil, at least until the curtain goes up.

As an interesting aside, Rossini attended a presentation of Der Freischütz shortly after it opened to 
rave reviews in Vienna.  When asked for his reaction to it, Rossini said, “It gave me colic!”  Maybe a little 
professional jealousy?


