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Recording producer: John Culshaw
Recording engineers: James Brown, Gordon Parry
Recording location: Sofiensaal, Vienna, Austria, September 1960
Eloquence series manager: Cyrus Meher-Homji
Concept & compilation: Elisabeth Turner
Coordination: Adam Bury
Cover image: reproduced with kind permission from the West Australian Opera 
Art direction: Chilu Tong 
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RICHARD WAGNER (1813-1883)

Tristan und Isolde
HIGHLIGHTS

Act One
1 Einleitung (Prelude) 10’36
2 Herrn Tristan bringe meinen Gruß 6’21

Isolde, Kurwenal, Brangäne 

Act Two
3 O sink hernieder, Nacht der Liebe 6’23

Tristan, Isolde

4 Einsam wachend in der Nacht 4’47
Brangäne, Isolde, Tristan

5 Unsre Liebe? Tristans Liebe? 4’46
Tristan, Isolde

6 So starben wir, um ungetrennt 9’26
Tristan, Isolde, Brangäne

7 Der öde Tag zum Letztenmal! … Das sollst du, Herr, mir sagen … 13’09
Mir dies? Dies, Tristan, mir?
Tristan, Melot, Marke

Act Three
8 Kurwenal! Hör! Ein zweites Schiff 8’38

Shepherd, Kurwenal, Steersman, Brangäne, Melot, Marke

9 Mild und leise (Liebestod) 7’07
Isolde

for killing Morold 2. Assuming that they are

both now about to die, Tristan and Isolde declare

their love for each other. But the potion which

Brangäne has given them was not the poison.

Accompanied by cheering from the people,

Tristan and Isolde reach Cornwall.

Act II
King Marke has gone hunting at night with his

retinue. Isolde is waiting in the garden for

Tristan. Brangäne warns Isolde about Melot,

Marke's liegeman, because she is convinced that

he plans to betray the lovers to his master. Isolde

does not heed her. Impatiently she extinguishes

the torch at the door, the signal that she and

Tristan have agreed on. Tristan and Isolde are

delighted to be together without the danger of

being disturbed and decide to quit this world,

which does not allow them to love each other,

and live only for their love 3. Brangäne, keeping

watch from the battlements, warns of the

dangers of the night 4 but Tristan and Isolde are

convinced that their love conquers all 5-6. At

dawn, King Marke, who has been alerted by

Melot, appears with his retinue. Disappointed at

Tristan's betrayal of his trust and his friendship,

he sees the existence of all moral values called in

question 7. At this moment, Tristan's feeling of

guilt and remorse is stronger than his love for

Isolde; he agrees to fight a duel with Melot and

runs into the latter's sword.

Act III
Kurwenal has taken Tristan to his home, Kareol

in Brittany. As Tristan's wound refuses to heal,

Kurwenal has sent for Isolde to come and nurse

his master back to health. Tristan's thoughts

dwell on his origins and his childhood, which he

had to spend without the love and support of his

parents. His father died after he had been

conceived, his mother died after he was born.

When Isolde finally arrives, she is too late; Tristan

has departed his earthly life at the moment of

her arrival. Brangäne has also persuaded Marke

to travel to Kareol so that he can offer the lovers

his forgiveness. The Shepherd signals the arrival

of the king and his retinue, and Kurwenal tries

to stop them from seeing Tristan and Isolde 8.

In the course of the ensuing struggle, Kurwenal

and Melot kill each other. Isolde gazes on Tristan.

For her, he awakens to a new life, and she unites

herself with him in death and in the belief that

their love is immortal 9. 
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Bonus Tracks
Sir Georg Solti rehearses Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde
Narrated by John Culshaw, executive producer

0 Discussion: Sir Georg Solti, Regina Resnik & crew 2’23

! Brangäne’s Call, Act 2 Rehearsal: Sir Georg Solti, Regina Resnik, 4’04
Birgit Nilsson, Fritz Uhl; Wiener Philharmoniker

Isolde Birgit Nilsson
Tristan     Fritz Uhl

Brangäne Regina Resnik
Kurwenal Tom Krause

King Marke Arnold van Mill
Melot Ernst Kozub

A Shepherd Peter Klein
A Steersman Theodor Kirschbichler

Singverein der Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde
(chorus master: Reinhold Schmidt)

Wiener Philharmoniker
Sir Georg Solti

Total timing: 78’03

music and its length is perfectly calculated to

counterbalance the preceding duet.

Another passage to note is the prelude to Act

One – a supremely crafted exposition of the

opera’s central ideas, musical and dramatic, that

is often heard on its own. The opera ends with

the celebrated Liebestod (often appended to

the Prelude in concert performance). The music

recalls a passage from the Act Two love duet,

now developed into a glorious apotheosis for

Isolde, singing over the dead body of Tristan.

Barry Millington

Barry Millington’s note was included with the 2002

remaster and reissue of the complete Solti recording of

Tristan und Isolde (Decca 470 8142)

SYNOPSIS
Tristan, the nephew and vassal of King Marke of

Cornwall, had killed a knight, Morold, the fiancé

of the Irish king's daughter, Isolde, in battle and

sent the head of the dead man to Isolde. Tristan

was also wounded in the battle by a sword that

had been dipped in poison by Isolde herself. He

travelled to Ireland under the name of Tantris in

order to be nursed back to health by Isolde.

Isolde realised his true identity, as a splinter of

metal which was lodged in Morold's head

exactly fitted a small gap in Tristan's sword. She

decided to take revenge on Tristan for Morold's

death, but the moment she looked into Tristan's

eyes her hate turned into love. Fully restored to

health, Tristan travelled back to Cornwall, only to

return a short while later to court Isolde in the

name of his uncle, King Marke. Together Tristan

and Isolde set sail for Cornwall.

Act I
Following the opening Prelude 1, Isolde feels

that Tristan has betrayed her and orders her

maid, Brangäne, to persuade Tristan to come to

her so they can talk through things. He is very

reluctant to do so. His servant, Kurwenal,

declares that a hero can never be subservient to

the maid whom he has courted in his uncle's

name. Isolde tells Brangäne about her first

meeting with Tristan. Brangäne seeks to comfort

her mistress and reminds her of the magic

potions Isolde's mother gave her to take with

her on the journey to Cornwall. Isolde is

desperate at the thought of being so close to the

man she loves while being forced to live as the

wife of another. So she plans to die with Tristan.

When the latter appears, Isolde demands that he

should drink the poison with her as a penance
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Night and Day
An Introduction to Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde

‘How deeply Wagner must have been in love at
that time,’ exclaimed Emperor Wilhelm I with
reference to Wagner’s composition of Tristan
und Isolde. On the face of it, the notion that this
unbuttoned paean to the power of love – one of
the most intense treatments of the subject ever
created – must have coincided with a deep
personal experience of the composer’s own
seems reasonable enough. But Wagner himself
dismissed the idea as ‘quite ridiculous’ and a
more realistic view of the relationship between
personal experience and artistic creation might
be more circumspect.

In fact, Wagner was engaged – as is well known
– in some sort of love affair with Mathilde
Wesendonck at the time he began work on
Tristan und Isolde (1857). But it is unlikely that
their relationship was ever consummated and in
any case Wagner was obliged, by the tumult
following his wife’s ‘discovery’ of the ‘affair’, to
leave his admirer/muse in Zurich, while he
decamped in Venice. There he worked on the
most passionate music in the opera (the second
act, with its extended love duet) in a hotel room,
‘with not a soul to look after or care for him,’ as his
second wife, Cosima, was later pitifully to observe.

Such over-protectiveness is probably as misplaced
as the knee-jerk condemnation of Wagner as a
serial philanderer, who stole other men’s wives
while fleecing them of their wealth. Wagner was
no more or less culpable in this regard than the
average man and the tendency to demonise him,
by laying at his door all the evils to which
humankind is prey, arguably tells us more about
the accusers than about Wagner himself. 

Be that as it may, Tristan und Isolde is patently
more than the soundtrack to a composer’s love-
affair. It is also an idealisation of love – ‘As I have
never in my life tasted the true joy of love, I will
raise a monument to this loveliest of dreams, in
which from first to last this love shall for once be
satisfied utterly,’ Wagner told Liszt in December
1854, describing the idea for the work – one
that grapples with the metaphysics of desire,
self-abnegation, suffering and the very
fundamentals of human existence.

The story, in its essential form, can briefly be told.
Irish princess falls in love with knight sent to
fetch her for Cornish king. Their forbidden love
discovered. Tristan dies from self-inflicted
wound. Isolde, blissfully transfigured, joins him
in death. The version of the ancient legend
drawn upon by Wagner was that of Gottfried
von Strassburg (fl.1200-1220). Three characters

were later subsumed into Parsifal. 

Schopenhauer’s influence is seen in another
aspect of Tristan und Isolde: namely the
ascendancy of music over text. Schopenhauer’s
elevation of music over all the other arts
presented something of a challenge to Wagner,
according to whose concept of the
Gesamtkunstwerk (total work of art) the
various arts were equal. Wagner had in any case
begun to reassess the hierarchy of words and
music, and with Tristan und Isolde we see a
marked shift in favour of the latter. 

In the Act Two love duet, for example, the many
long-held notes, the overlapping and
simultaneous declamation of the lovers – not to
mention the overwhelming impact of the
orchestra – ensure that the words are frequently
inaudible. At the same time, the opera features
many notable examples of the kind of musico-
poetic synthesis advocated in Wagner’s
theoretical essays, Isolde’s narrative (Act One,
Scene 3) and Tristan’s demented monologue
(Act Three, Scene 1) among them.

The later two passages contain some of
Wagner’s finest music and repay close
attention, both to the networks of leitmotifs,
developed with a symphonic mastery arguably

not even excelled by Wagner himself, and to

the text, whose richness and powerfully

concentrated expression have often been

denied the credit they deserve.

The second act, the centrepiece of which is the

great love duet, contains some of Wagner’s

most rapturous and lyrical music. Beginning

with an ardent but glowing prelude that both

sets the scene of the nocturnal tryst and hints at

the underlying sexual excitement, the act

reaches its first climax with Isolde’s

extinguishing of the torch (the signal for Tristan

to approach) and another shortly after when

the lovers fall ecstatically into each other’s arms. 

The love duet falls into several sections, with a

quieter passage, ‘O sink’ hernieder, Nacht der

Liebe’ (O sink down, night of love), at its centre.

Brangäne’s voice is heard twice from the

watchtower, her ‘warning’ merging

mellifluously with the refulgent orchestral

textures. After the climax, and interruption, of

their love-making has been depicted in the

most graphic of terms, there follows a long

monologue by King Marke, reproaching Tristan

for his infidelity. This is by no means the tedious

dirge it is sometimes represented as being: on

the contrary, it contains some deeply expressive
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Schopenhauer’s pessimistic outlook, existence is

a meaningless round of striving, suffering is

inescapable, and pleasure merely release from

pain. The will to live is reprehensible and the

only escape from the burden of life lies in denial

of the will and consequent release from the

cycle of suffering.

It is ideas such as these that elevate Tristan und

Isolde above the level of a mundane love story

and on to a metaphysical plane. The chief

interest in this story is not so much the rituals of

courtship, the palpitations of anticipated

pleasure, or even the ecstasy of fulfilment (the

pair’s clandestine lovemaking is in any case

cruelly interrupted by King Marke, acting on a

tip-off from Melot). Rather, it deals with the

barriers facing the realisation of true love in this

imperfect life.

There was, however, an aspect of

Schopenhauer’s philosophy – and a crucially

important one – that Wagner could not accept.

Where Schopenhauer believed that the sexual

act perpetuated the suffering that was the

unavoidable condition of life, Wagner wanted to

demonstrate how the pathway to the

pacification of the ‘will to live’ lay through love,

and specifically the sexual love of a man and a

woman. Indeed, he set out to inform

Schopenhauer (whom he never met) of his view

in a letter which was neither completed nor sent. 

Nevertheless, the work is still saturated with the

philosophy of Schopenhauer: his division of

existence into the outer material world of

phenomena and the inner sphere of the

noumenal, the ultimate reality, is symbolised in

the opera by the dichotomy of day and night. In

yearning for the oblivion of night and death,

the lovers seek salvation by shedding their

separate phenomenal forms (i.e. themselves as

they appear to the outer world) and merging

their identities in the realm of the single,

undifferentiated noumenon.

It should also be mentioned that

Schopenhauer’s philosophy had many parallels

with Buddhist thinking, particularly in its

celebration of renunciation and self-denial, and

Wagner too was attracted by Buddhist teaching,

immersing himself in relevant literature – notably

Adolf Holtzmann’s Indische Sagen (Indian

Legends) and Eugène Burnouf’s Introduction à

l’histoire du buddhisme indien – and even

drafting a prose sketch for an opera on the

subject: Die Sieger (The Victors). Nothing came

of the latter project, though its preoccupations

in Gottfried are fused into the single figure of
Melot (a courtier and Tristan’s traitorous friend)
in the opera, and Wagner introduced the
subsidiary characters of the sailor, shepherd and
steersman. His chief characters, however,
remain as he found them, from which we can
assume that Tristan is little more than eighteen
years old, and Isolde similarly ‘of tender years’.
The custom of the period dictated that the
companions of noble offspring should be of a
like age. Kurwenal and Brangäne are also,
therefore, probably in their teens, while King
Marke, Isolde’s intended husband, is generally
held to be in his thirties.

Wagner conceived the idea of an opera on this
subject in October 1854, inspired, according to
his autobiography Mein Leben, by the flawed
attempt of his friend Karl Ritter to dramatise the
legend. If a prose sketch was made at this time
it has not survived. The earliest dated surviving
sketch (an elaboration of two fragments) is
from 19 December 1856, at which point
Wagner was still engaged on Act One of
Siegfried. The prose scenario of Tristan und
Isolde was begun the following summer, on 20
August 1857, and the poem completed on 18
September. Unusually, for Wagner, each act was
drafted and elaborated in sequence, the full

score being reached before the next act was
embarked on in sketch. This enabled his
publishers, Breitkopf & Härtel, to embark on the
engraving of each act even while the next was
being composed, an extraordinary tribute to the
composer’s ability mentally to retain the overall
structure of a work while fashioning the fine
detail within. The fair copy of the full score of
Act One was completed on 3 April 1858 in
Zurich, of Act Two on 18 March 1859 in Venice,
and of Act Three on 6 August 1859 in Lucerne.

Another great discovery (alongside Mathilde
Wesendonck) that Wagner made shortly before
embarking on Tristan und Isolde was that of
the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. His ideas
are so closely bound up with both the text and
the music of the work that he deserves a
paragraph or two to himself. Schopenhauer’s
magnum opus Die Welt als Wille und
Vorstellung (The World as Will and
Representation) was published in December
1818. Forgotten about for three decades, it
came to the attention of Wagner’s friend Georg
Herwegh, who in turn introduced Wagner to it
in September or October 1854. Wagner read
the book four times between then and the
following summer, continuing to read and
discuss it throughout his life. According to
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