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Introduction  

Richard Wagner was born in Leipzig, the child of a clerk and the daughter of a baker. Early on, taking 
advantage of the meager instruments and instruction at the local school, he began—well before the age 
of ten—to show signs of musical precocity, sketching out librettos and scores. From that point on, in the 
course of study at the University of Leipzig, and then under the patronage of regional rulers—King Ludwig 
II of Bavaria was the foremost influence --Wagner devoted himself to composition, public speeches, his 
writing on music and politics, and his autobiography, My Life, which he began dictating in 1864, and 
which covers his life from childhood through the year l864.  

Richard Wagner was a versatile genius: a great composer, poet (of the librettos of his operas), 
scenographer, and publicist, and it is no wonder that his creative brilliance made of opera (the 
Gesamtkunstwerk, the Total Art Work) the consummate statement of l9th century Romanticism. You will 
be able to trace, in any of his operas, the combination of skills which soars ambitiously. You will also have 
the occasion, if you review Wagner’s written librettos, to recapitulate (in his invariably fresh and socially 
alert manner) many early Germanic narrative themes: Lohengrin and Parzifal (Wolfram‘s Parzifal, early 
thirteenth century); Tannhaueser; The Meistersingers; The Ring of the Niebelungen; Tristan und Isolde ( 
by Gottfried von Strassburg, twelfth century). Wagner‘s perspective, throughout the reworking of this 
narrative material, is romantic-tragic in mode, but in world view celebratory of the origins of German 
literature. His written lyrics, and sublime (at best) music, which he was to help enshrine in a national 
festival at Bayreuth (1872), mark one of the high points of German cultural self-awareness. (A kind of 
national autobiography?) 
 
It must be mentioned that Adolf Hitler promoted his own cult of Wagnerian music, which he considered 
the highest testimony to German national supremacy. But it has been frequently observed that Wagner 
was, instead of a nationalist, a creator employing the treasures of German culture to focus an unrelenting 
critique of German society. You could take it as a study guide prompt, to figure out the special nature and 
value opera occupies, in the palette of forms by which a society gives an account of itself.  
 
Wagner’s My Life was dictated at the request of his most supportive patron, King Ludwig II of Bavaria, 
and in its final form is an amalgam of oral narration with later editing from the page. Throughout this huge 
text Wagner sustains what most readers find a consistently strong narrative sense; the same sense he 
conveys in the librettos he wrote for his major operas. You may well find this autobiography, which is truly 
life writing, a kind of narrative work—what one would ‘typically’ think the classic version of telling your life 
like it is. (I did this; I went there: I met W; I got measles: all spiced up with dates, trends of the time, and 
humor.) If you think that, you are probably on target, for no life writing we touch in this course, with the 
occasional exception of Bismarck’s work,  reflects so clear and urbane a mandate to present a 
felicitous/factual account of a life.  The pleasure of the reader is to go with the flow, but the trick, for the 
critical reader, is to see the care and strategy of what seems a simple presentation of ‘the way it was.’   
 
Readings:  Richard Wagner, My Life;  trans. Andrew Gray.  (New York, l992).  

Questions: 

Adolf Hitler was an admirer of Wagner’s early Germanic theme operas.  To Hitler these powerful pieces 
seemed to spring from the Aryan soul, and to reflect all that was purely German. Do you see what, in 
Wagner’s autobiographical  text, could have led Hitler to his conviction? Is Wagner’s autobiography 
flawed, for you, by racial attitudes you find objectionable or dangerous? 
 
Does Wagner mix fiction into his life writing? Where can you identify that fiction? Is it, this fictional quality, 
a source of life in his writing? Does it include humor? 



Wagner gives a generous glimpse of the social and cultural world in which he lived. How does he 
introduce that sense of his environment? Is it of interest to him only as adjunct to his own creative sense, 
or is he interested in his culture and society in their own right? 

 


