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Abstract

This paper deals with the 19th-century institution of 
public concert and its role in the construction of the 
concept of Kunstreligion. I elaborate on the concept 
showing how it was produced, by pointing out to the 
mechanisms that made the concert an alternative to 
the church service.

Introduction

This paper deals with the institution of concert and focuses on the phenomenon of 
Kunstreligion that was made due to this institution in the first half of the 19th century 
(when the concert was being significantly altered).1 Having in mind that the concert life 

1	 The concert world in most European centers (Vienna, London, Paris) underwent an upheaval during the first half of the 19th 
century because of the drastic expansion of its commercial bases. Along with the social changes of the time, the invention of 
lithography, the improvements instruments, the building of larger halls and opera houses and the development of marketing 
and sales techniques led to an outpouring of music designed to attract a much larger public than before. During the second half 
of the 19th century the concert public expanded greatly within the middle and working classes. The main impetus to increased 
concert-going was the near-universality of the piano in middle- and upper-class homes, which by this time was spreading to 
less affluent groups. While the rage for virtuosos closely tied to domestic music-making died down in the 1850s, the continuing 
growth of musical education stimulated musicians to establish concerts for a much wider public (Weber 2001).
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also exhibited intense social changes that were happening among social strata which 
were to have influence on the way the members of a certain stratum spent their free 
time, I draw on Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of distinction in order to construe concert as 
a form of cultural activity that was in service of creating and confirming the new status 
of bourgeoisie and its cultural ethos (Bourdieu 1979). Since the concerts were held in 
different places (concert halls, cafés, restaurants, parks, salons or ballrooms) they of-
fered diverse entertainments. Although considering the differences between the con-
certs, I will here focus on the ways the concept of Kunstreligion was being created and 
at which target social group and the life style it was aimed.2 In the case of 19th-century 
concerts, the distinction was being constructed mostly among the members of a class 
that included attending (or inability to attend) a certain type of concert into their life 
style. Thus, concert was ‘a kind of museum’ for developing and cultivating the public’s 
taste (Gramit 2002, 154). I will here focus on the role of a specific kind of concert that 
did help creating and propagating certain taste, life style, as well as a specific behavior.3 

According to William Weber, institutional concerts (‘high status’ or ‘prestige clas-
sical music’ concerts) were the channels for giving an official visible confirmation for 
the new elite (Weber 2004, 61). Those were the concerts organized by established, well 
organized institutions (such as philharmonic societies) and they were reserved for the 
public who could afford tickets, usually through subscription for the whole year in 
advance.4 Since the concerts were mostly closed events, mixing of the classes was not 
easy or even possible. These concerts have usually been labeled as mechanisms for 
constructing music ideology that formed the paradigm of serious music, having as the 
consequence the propagation of ‘higher’ taste of the audience that was supposed to 
understand, love and appreciate ‘serious’, ‘classical’ or ‘art’ music (Gramit 2002, Weber  
2004).5 Furthermore, it is certain that a specific behavior style was being created in 
these concerts, thus forming rather unique micro-social situations. Namely, there was 
a process that regulated behavior and actions during the concerts, now commonly 
referred to as the ‘cultivation project’. 

2	 Life style is here understood as a system of habits that entails certain behavior patterns and is intertwined with the idea of taste 
that helps creating a sense of distinction (Čejni 2003, 13).

3	 For a detailed analysis of the concert as a social event see: Petrov 2011.
4	 The most important new institution established throughout Europe and America in the 19th century was the professional 

orchestra. Orchestras evolved out of pre-existing music societies or court concert groups, or from new organizations directed 
by the musicians themselves. Besides the Gewandhaus Orchestra, the most important ensembles developed in national 
capitals, usually founded and governed by musicians: the Philharmonic Society of London (1813), the Société des Concerts 
du Conservatoire in Paris (1828), the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Vienna (1842) and the Berlin PO (1882). In the USA, 
the major orchestras, notably the Philharmonic Symphony Society of New York (1842) and the Boston Symphony Orchestra 
(1881), were founded and directed chiefly by wealthy patrons (Weber 2001).

5	 However, the concert was not the only channel for producing the new ideology. Tia DeNora argues that the initial phase of 
the emergence of serious music ideology in late 18th- and early 19th-century Vienna happened due to the elite receptivity 
to the new ideology as it occurred against a backdrop of change in the organizational basis of music sponsorship. Namely, 
the decline of the private house ensembles (Hauskapellen) resulted in a social broadening of music patronage and thereby 
tended to erode the traditional institutional means for aristocratic authority in musical affairs. The exclusive function that the 
qualitatively different ideology of ‘serious’ music could provide reaffirmed traditional cultural boundaries through ideological 
rather than institutional means and enabled Vienna’s old aristocrats to emerge after 1800 in the context of the salon music 
performances (DeNora 1991).
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Cultivation project

The ideal of ‘high’ musical culture was being constructed at the end of the 18th and 
the beginning of the 19th century. The changes in the social status of musicians, as 
well as the organizers of musical life are considered to be crucial factors that helped 
production of the concept of ‘serious’ music (Gramit 2002, 20). The process of creat-
ing the concept of serious music – together with its opposite popular music, music for 
fun – was intertwined with the complex project of cultivating audience through music. 
Serious music concert was one of the salient examples of the ways the project was 
conducted. The project was constituted in the first half of the 19th century, having been 
based on the enlightenment ideas of cultivation that construed music as an adequate 
means for educating entire population. It was assumed that music was a good means 
for building a good communicative and sociable person. In accordance with that, the 
concert musical culture was understood as something divergent from fun for its own 
sake, but rather as a way of useful and well organized spent time (Gramit 2002, 17). The 
concept of ‘good’ taste was also a part of the project, since it was necessary to educate 
people to make difference between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ music and cultural (‘art’) enter-
tainment from having fun with no ‘higher’ purpose. The taste was certainly one of the 
important social values that were being produced due to the institution of concert.6 
The ‘serious’ music concert was part of the project, being an ideal for well-off members 
of society. The concert was thus reserved for ‘cultivated’ classes (Gramit 2002, 18) and 
as a cite of ’cooperative interaction of all classes’ (Gramit 2002, 149), serving as an ex-
emplar of a well organized cultural institution with precisely and strictly defined social 
relations and rules of behavior, and bringing to the formation of the ‘higher’ musical 
culture elitism (Ellis  2002, 356).7 

The organization of social relation in the concerts was of crucial importance for 
constitution of this type of concert as an ideological fundament of high music culture. 
Due to the concert, different kinds of accepted behavior patterns were formed, thus 
being a basis for interpersonal relations during the event. I will firstly address the issue 
of proper way of listening to music that certainly represents one of the most important 
behavior patterns, and then I will deal with the space that was changed due to the con-
certs. I will thus show how the concert was an indicator of formation of specific social 
space as a reality that was constructed through this institution with help of specific 
cultural patterns. One of the highly relevant means for cultivation project to succeed 
in concerts was the idea of Kunstreligion, the idea that music should be valued as God-
like entity and the concert space should be thus equivalent to the church. Finally, the 
gist of the behavior patterns was a request: behave as if you were in the church. 

6	 The values that were produced could be seen in judgments of the music that was performed, in creation of genre hierarchy in 
the repertoire, the importance that was given to professional musicians, and in the division of the audience on ‘connoisseurs’ 
and ‘laypersons’ and the division of art on ‘high’ and ‘low’.

7	 The serious music concept was incorporated into the cultivation project as an ideal appealing to well off members of bourgeoisie, 
the concert thus being reserved for those cultivated classes. It is highly important, as shown in a considerable number of studies, 
to construe concert as a social event, since social relations made in concerts were more, according to music sociologists, more 
important for this institution than the performative aspect of it, which is supported by the reviews of the concerts that were 
more often than not dedicated to the social space of the event (it was reported who was present, what was discussed and 
similar, Gramit 2002, 143). 
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Contemplative Listening

What separated the concert institution from its inception (in the 17th century) from 
other music events was the formation of the act of listening. Concert has always been an 
institution in which music was in the center of social attention. In all other contexts it was 
a concomitant activity, so that actual listening as an autonomous activity did not exist. The 
act of concentrated, focused listening was not a usual scene to be seen in concerts for a 
long time.8 Moreover, listening was not the most important part of many concerts and it 
was not changed quickly and drastically. On the contrary, on numerous occasions, music 
was inferior to other activities, like socializing during dancing evening or popular music 
concerts in general, or in opera (Johnson 1995). It was not rare that concert performing 
entailed inferior role of music. Divergent concerts had divergent strategies of listening. 
However, a salient change in the act of listening did happen exactly at the serious mu-
sic concerts. The behavior patterns, holding and socializing in a concert hall were being 
formed during the 19th century and has been valid ever since. By the end of the century, a 
whole new discourse on specific behavior, posture, acting, listening and communicating 
was constructed. The idea was promulgated in philosophical and literary discourses, as 
well as in the press, in reviews where it was in fact confirmed that the actual change in 
behavior was happening (Morrow 1997).

The gist of the Kunstreligion discourse was the premise that one should behave in 
a concert hall as if being in a church. In other words, it was proclaimed that listening 
to the music in the serious music concerts was a sort of spiritual experience (Kramer 
2005, 95). Philosophical and literary discourse in the 19th century is fulfilled with detailed 
descriptions of the expected conduct of the listeners – it was expected from a concert 
goer to be concentrated on the music with the same attention and respect as in church 
and during the concert it was supposed that similar contemplation is to be happening as 
during a church ritual. This act of contemplative listening is also known – in the aestheti-
cal and musicological discourses – as the concept of aesthetic contemplation. Moreover, 
this kind of spiritual listening was not reserved solely for sacred music, nor for the church 
as an institution. On the contrary, it was especially expected and usually seen in public 
concerts with classic canon repertoire, organized in concert halls. It became common, 
preferred and, even more, requested that a person should behave in a specific strictly 
defined way. The recommendations for ‘proper’ behavior included: holding still, being 
quiet and respectful, keeping your body almost motionless, contemplating and keeping 
your mind concentrated on music, reduce talking to the minimum. These concerts were 
thus reserved for the audience that was considered ‘cultivated’ enough to act ‘religiously’ 
while listening to music (Kramer 2005, 117).

The umbrella term that entailed the mentioned behavior was ‘spiritual contemplation’ 
which final instance was not connected to the church, and the origin was to be found in 
the religious discourses and practices at the beginning of the 19th century.  Within spiritual 

8	 Nevertheless, serious listening had existed before the rise of formal concerts, most prominently in churches and in courts. 
While music is the focal point of a concert, that does not necessarily mean that an audience obeyed an etiquette of complete 
silence and stillness. Informal social practices continued in some concerts, for example in tavern performances in the 18th 
century, at ‘promenade’ concerts in the 1830s and 40s and more recently, and at band concerts during the 20th century. A strict 
social etiquette became the norm in concert life around the middle of the 19th century, linked closely to the new aesthetic of 
the time and to certain types of concerts (Weber 2001).
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contemplation there were two opposite concepts – of activity and passivity, beautiful 
and sublime, sensory and spiritually, all of the mentioned themes fitting in the broader 
concepts of Andacht and Anschauung. The former concept was connected to the ac-
tive aspect of contemplation that can be shortly described as ‘active thinking on some-
thing’, while the latter, contrary to that, referred to intuition and perception (Kramer 2005, 
122). Although originally referring to the expectations from the believers in church, those 
constructions were started to be applied and to be propagated in the 19th century dis-
courses to the listening to music in church, as well as listening to instrumental music. It 
was claimed and also commented in concert reviews that a listener in a concert should 
and does indeed listen carefully and pay attention with the same Andacht as in church. 
Acting in accordance with the postulates of aesthetic contemplation existed during per-
formances in church or in concerts in concert halls. It was not usual or expected behavior 
for the audience during opera performance, for instance. Thus, listening in concert was 
presented as an active listening, activity of the whole body, which was the very reason 
why the body should have been still, motionless, almost paralyzed – it was because of the 
concentration and focus solely on music itself.  

On the other hand, music was also being connected with Anschauung concept, es-
pecially when sacred music pieces were performed since they were aimed at religious 
meditation that is spontaneous, intuitive communication with God. Thus, active and pas-
sive listening could co-exist, since mental focus and concentration were concomitants of 
stiff body and fixed gaze did not exclude a possibility for intuitive insight and enjoyment 
in music. Passivity thus referred to very behavior, way of acting and talking, while activity 
referred to ‘thoughts and fantasies’ that were expected to be present in the minds of lis-
teners during listening to music in a concert. This state of mind and this kind of behavior 
should have resulted in a unique music experience that was supposed to be equivalent 
to religious meditation, thus getting to the culmination of the act of listening being an 
insight into beautiful, sublime and spiritual. Moreover, this behavior also meant that a per-
son knows how to behave, that one has proper manners, that he or she is polite, educated, 
well-rounded, well-mannered, well behaved in general, which were desirable and neces-
sary qualities for incorporation and acceptance in social life (Johnson 1995, 228−236).

Having in mind the mentioned, it is also relevant to point to the importance of silence 
in concert space. Being quiet was desirable, appreciated and necessary quality that was 
expected from a well mannered concert goer. No less important was also the very space, 
the concert venue, in which this kind of music performance was taking place. Certain 
norms related to behavior were easier to get visible in adequate places, specifically de-
signed for the purpose. It was necessary to construct not only the behavior patterns but 
also the very space in which the patterns were going to be presented as requirement that 
had to be met, although the space was in fact formed mostly by the very behavior in it. 
Thus, the concept of art as religion and listening to music as a religious contemplation 
had impact on the very architectural solutions of the concert spaces. Just as the conduct 
based on the premise ‘act as if you were in a church’ was promulgated in contemporary 
discourses, the very act of listening and the act of being silent gradually became unavoid-
able requests for spending time while in a concert, and so did the holy space in which the 
whole performance of this described normative behavior was taking place. 
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Holy place: concert hall

Concert hall was a place of gathering of concert goers, music lovers (Liebhaber), ena-
bling them, as Antje Pieper puts it, ‘a visual confirmation of the new status of the middle-
class and its cultural ethos’ (Pieper 2008, 59).9 Forming strictly defined rules of behavior 
was easier due to the fact that a specific place for such a behavior was being made. The 
image of the place was also strictly defined and was in accordance with behavior pattern, 
thus helping them to get firmer and more visible. The hall made the cultural conventions 
public, while group activities practiced there were meant to give the hall its own recog-
nition in the public, since these activities were a platform for building a group cultural 
identity (Pieper 2008, 97). Furthermore, especially relevant is the process of sacraliza-
tion of the space in which the concerts were organized, which, joined with the cult of 
contemplative listening and the ideal of silence, brought to the fundamental transforma-
tions of the concert as a social bourgeois institution. Namely, unlike aristocracy to which 
culture was a way of having fun and being amused, to middle class culture was supposed 
to be spiritual upbringing. In accord with that ideal, the space dedicated solely to public 
concerts performances was being built – it was expected from those concert places to 
highlight the role of music as a spiritual experience and a means for individual develop-
ment (Pieper 2008, 101). 

Sacralization of the concert started around 1800, being manifested in the attitude 
both of the audience and the critique that concert was similar to divine service (Gottes-
dienst) in church (Kramer 2005, 134, Weber 2001). Namely, concert was construed as an 
opportunity in which both time and space art would unite in order to create an entity 
similar to ancient Greek drama for which it was believed that it was the perfect unity of 
all arts.10 One of the most obvious indicators of this 19th century tendency was the design 
of the concert halls having in mind that they were modeled after churches and temples. 
Since concerts were becoming increasingly more popular starting from the beginning 
of the 19th century, there was a need for new concert spaces. Religious style thus became 
rather popular and expected at the time, especially after new concert halls were built, for 
instance, in Berlin and Munich. Religious motives are here also noticeable both in archi-
tectural neo-classical solutions (thus leading concert hall to an image similar to ancient 
temples, often having basilica like solutions, for instance) and in interior design (which 

9	 During the early 18th century concerts were performed in spaces designed to accommodate a variety of activities, chiefly 
meetings and balls, and normally holding no more than 300 people. In the middle of the century, halls designed specifically 
for concerts began to be built, such as The Holywell Music Room in Oxford, the Hanover Square Rooms in London, built in 
1775, Concertsaal des Junghofes built in Frankfurt in 1756. In Berlin, the Concertsaal of the masonic lodge ‘Royal York’, built 
in 1803, held 1000 people, and the hall of the Sing-Akademie, put up in 1826, could accommodate 1200. From the 1830s many 
concert halls were built and managed by piano manufacturers and music publishers, essentially for virtuoso and benefit 
concerts. The concert halls established after the middle of the 19th century displayed the lofty role that concerts had come to 
hold in European cultural life (Musikvereinsaal of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Vienna, Royal Albert Hall in London 
(1871), the Zürich Tonhalle (1891) and the Jahrhunderthalle in Breslau (1900)). The capacity of over 6000 at the Royal Albert 
Hall set a new scale in concert spaces. The classical 18th- and 19th-century repertory now stood as the core of musical taste, it 
demanding quiet and attentive listening (Weber 2001).

10	 Tendencies to recreate antique Greek tragedy were not reserved solely for concert performances. Sacralization of the music 
life was even more obvious in opera in the second half of the 19th century, one of the most explicit examples being Richard 
Wagner’s project of Bayreuth Festival (Jeremić-Molnar 2007, 273−341). Also, there were similar tendencies in other arts. For 
instance, the institution of museum was just the same as the concert proclaimed to be the temple of arts that included strictly 
defined patterns of ritual behaviour (Duncan 1998, 473−497).
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was evident in representations of Greek and Roman gods on the concert halls’ walls, 
though themes from pagan and Christian spirituality shaped decorations Kramer 2005, 
146–147). Moreover, religious connotations were present in the official discourse of the 
critique. Commenting openings of the new buildings, their importance was regularly 
pointed out by critics’ proclamation of those spaces as the temples of music. Pointing 
to personal sacrifices that were needed to be done by the listeners was also something 
regularly mentioned, especially regarding understanding certain works of art, such were 
Ludwig van Beethoven’s symphonies (DeNora 1995). Further intensification of the ap-
plying of sacred ideals on the concert music was done due to the fact that church music 
was also performed in concerts (Kramer 2005, 159−161). 

Conclusion

I presented in this paper some of the most salient components of the public concert 
that developed in 19th century as an institution closely related to the idea of Kunstreli-
gion developing in music aesthetics of the time. Rather that giving summary remarks, 
I will here briefly point to other relevant factors regarding the issue of music and re-
ligion, and, specifically, the role of concert in promoting certain aesthetical concepts 
about music as religion. Related to the reconstruction of the role of the concert in a 
certain life style is the issue of values propagated by certain concerts and the discours-
es on them. Mapping the phenomenon of concert life in the broader social context 
brings to the questions of the role of it in music culture. Thus, related phenomena are: 
the valuing of the music performed at a specific concert, making a hierarchy of genres, 
a hierarchy of performers (professionals/amateurs) and listeners (true Liebhaber/lay 
persons), and, finally, the influence of those standards on the concert life in the time 
to come, since the issue how intertwined religious atmosphere and cultivation project 
was in the period after 19th century has not yet been fully elaborated. It is relevant to 
have in mind how many 19th-century aesthetical concepts related to music and religion 
has been present ever since, being visible in the behavior patterns worldwide in the 
very same ‘serious’ music concerts. In other words, even today, we listen to ‘serious’ 
music in a concert hall as if we were in a church and it is just a continuation of the same 
concept of Kunstreligion that developed during the 19th century.
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POVZETEK

Institucija javnega koncerta se je v prvi polovici 19. 
st. močno spremenila zaradi političnih, ekonomskih 
in demografskih sprememb. V najpomembnejših 
kulturnih središčih (London, Pariz in Dunaj) sta se 
močno povečala število in raznolikost koncertov. 
Koncertno življenje je odražalo tudi globoke druž-
bene spremembe, ki so zajele vse plasti prebivalstva 
in so vplivale na način, kako so njihovi predstavniki 
izkoriščali svoj prosti čas. Z uporabo koncepta 
odlikovanja, ki ga je utemeljil Pierre Bourdieu, 
analiziram javni koncert kot obliko kulturnega de-
lovanja, namenjeno ustvarjanju in utrjevanju novega 
statusa meščanstva in njengovega kulturnega etosa. 
Ker so se koncerti odvijali na različnih prizoriščih 
(koncertne dvorane, kavarne, restavracije, parki, 
saloni ali plesne dvorane), so ponujali različne obli-
ke razvedrila. Upoštevam tudi razlike med koncerti 
in razpravljam na eni strani o razmerjih med njimi, 
na drugi pa o konceptu “umetnosti” in “razvedrila”, 
pri čemer se osredotočam na poti, pa katerih je bil 
uresničen koncept Kunstreligion. Javni koncert je 
pomagal vzpostaviti razlikovanje med ”visokim” 

in ”nizkim” razvedrilom ter s tem tudi ločnico med 
”intelektualnim” in ”neukim” občinstvom. Ločnica 
je nastala v diskurzu o glasbi in v mikrosocialnih 
položajih na koncertih, v družbeni stvarnosti pa je 
postala vidna glede na to, kakšne vrste koncerta se 
je poslušalec udeležil, kako se je na koncertu obnašal 
in kako je poslušal glasbo. Koncept Kunstreligion je 
bil povezan s koncerti v koncertnih dvoranah (te so 
bile pogosto zasnovane tako, da so bile podobne 
svetiščem), namenjenimi izobraženemu občinstvu. 
Ti niso bili razumljeni kot razvedrilo, temveč prej 
kot (umetniško, glasbeno) nadomestilo za cerkveno 
obredje (Gottesdienst), ter so tako znova vzpostavlja-
li razlikovanje med ”duhovno” in ”profano” glasbo. 
Skladne z ”estetsko kontemplacijo”, ki so jo razširjali 
filozofski diskurzi in tisk 19. stoletja, so bile zahteve 
po tem, da se obiskovalci obnašajo, ”kot bi bili v 
cerkvi”. Priporočila za ”primerno” vedenje so obsega-
la: bodi pri miru, bodi tiho in spoštljiv, ne premikaj se, 
osredotoči se na opazovanje in premišljanje o glasbi. 
Tako so bili koncerti pridržani občinstvi, ki je bilo do-
volj ”kultivirano”, da je ”pobožno” poslušalo glasbo.

Prevod naslova, izvlečka in povzetka Aleš Nagode.
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Abstract

The article discusses Dionysian signs in Richard 
Wagner's opera Tannhäuser und der Sängerkrieg 
auf Wartburg, focusing on Venus's arietta “Geliebter! 
Komm”. The method exemplifies musical topics' 
semiotic analysis. It is proposed that the arietta's pa-
storal style constitutes a lyric Dionysian sign.

1. Introduction

Richard Wagner’s opera Tannhäuser und der Sängerkrieg auf Wartburg1 reveals 
one aspect of the composer’s romantic fantasy about the Dionysus cult. Bacchus’s wor-
ship fuses with that of Venus in the opera. I shall examine signs therein that one can 
deem as Dionysian, focusing on lyrical points. The sign conception that I involve could 
be characterized as an outgrowth of that which Leonard G. Ratner developed and the 
analysis of musical topics (topoi) is central to it.2

Wagner’s autobiography reveals that antique art and religion had inspired him al-
ready in his youth. Accordingly, it is perhaps not surprising that Tannhäuser puts forth 

1	 Tannhäuser’s first version was premiered in Dresden on October 19, 1845. The focus of this article is the opera’s Paris version, 
however, that received its premiere on March 13, 1861.

2	 Ratner’s notion of musical signs comprises a distinction between musical types and styles (see Ratner 1985, pp. 9–30).
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ideas about old Roman religion. These have not been thoroughly explained, however. 
Ernest Newman discusses the techniques, by which Wagner created a Bacchanal for 
Tannhäuser’s first Act, and his analysis provides the outset of my scrutiny of the Dio-
nysian signs. In his account of this scene, Newman distinguishes altogether seven mo-
tives that first occur in the Ouverture and then outline the Venus Mountain’s seduc-
tions and the Dionysian dancing there (Newman 1991 [1949], 68-69).

The Bacchanal is a pantomime scene that was choreographed by Marius Petipa, as 
Tannhäuser was first performed in Paris. Despite the wishes of the Paris Opera, this 
scene was never developed into a proper ballet. Wagner expanded Venus’s part, how-
ever, that is more fully developed in the opera’s Paris version than in the earlier one.

Classical literature influenced Wagner a great deal and the poetry of authors such 
as Ovid and Theocritus had fascinated him since his student days. His fantasies about 
pagan religion in Tannhäuser arose from his relentless study of the Classical Times. 
Besides, topics related to antiquity had often been explored in French-styled operas 
that had inspired him. Wagner’s intimate knowledge of Gasparo Spontini’s La Vestale 
that he had directed at the Dresden Court Opera, as he was completing Tannhäuser’s 
first version, seems in particular to have encouraged his imaginings for the stage.3

The motives that one may entitle as the “Venus Mountain” or the Bacchic motives 
are characteristically short and apposite.4 The Bacchanal scene revolves around the dy-
namic development of these motives and this section presents brisk characters. Wag-
ner outlined the motion involved in the parentheses, calling forth satyrs’, fauns’ as well 
as bacchants’ wild, ecstatic revealing. But some of the Dionysian signs in Tannhäuser 
are more lyrical by nature and encode aspects about the pastorale tradition. I shall shed 
light on such signs besides their relation to musical gestures.

I regard musical gestures as a means for creating referential meanings in music, 
song and opera in particular. Vocal music represents gender, sex and also different 
aspects of sexuality thereby. In analysing those gestures, my stance is based on style 
analysis. I propose two categories for musical gestures by distinguishing socially per-
formative and libidinal gestures.5

In operatic works, gestures related to the libido - that is, libidinal gestures - often 
suggest its positive manifestations but quite as often convey something about desire’s 
suppression. In Tannhäuser, the libido’s denial is very much at stake. Accordingly, I 
shall present examples of vocal gestures that express desire’s rejection aside with dis-
cussing the Dionysian signs of lyrical kind.

3	 I have proposed elsewhere that Spontini’s choices for the props of Venus’s temple in Dresden had encouraged the conception 
of the Venus Mountain’s subterranean grotto that Wagner had developed. See my abstract submitted to the congress “The 
Staging of Verdi & Wagner Operas” (Pistoia, Italy, September 13–15, 2013), organized by Roberto Illiano, Centro Studi Opera 
Omnia Luigi Boccherini, Lucca.

4	 According to Newman, seven motives altogether outline the Venus Mountain (see Newman 1991 [1949], pp. 68–69). Yet due 
to its straightforward and victorious character, the sixth one - motive No. 8 in Newman’s presentation - ought to be associated 
with the opera’s hero, Tannhäuser, only. Unlike the other Venus Mountain motives, the sixth one develops into a lengthy and 
broadly arching melody. It is appealing with a triumphant character. Tannhäuser’s song “Dir töne Lob!” in Act I, Scene 2 in 
praise of Venus opens by this motive. 

5	 See Iitti, 2006.
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2. The Exotic Venus

Wagner imagined the Venus Mountain as an idyllic rural landscape, which he de-
scribed in the score in detail for instance by mentioning particular colours. Conven-
tional pastorale topics - styles and figuration - lie behind the treatment in the arietta 
“Geliebter! Komm”, which Venus presents in the first Act (Act I, Scene 2, Andante) 
following Tannhäuser’s claim of freedom from her service. This arietta is based on the 
seventh of the Venus Mountain motives that Newman distinguishes (see Example 1).

The key is F major, the traditional key of pastorale compositions, and “Geliebter! 
Komm” also puts forth traits common in 17th- and 18th-century pastorale scenes, such as 
an opening by the tonic chord’s prolongation as well as a translucent and ornamental 
accompaniment texture based on broken chords. These progress slowly as performed 
by the strings and the high woodwinds besides the horn.

Venus does her best in trying to seduce Tannhäuser. She describes the grotto’s idyl-
lic surroundings that invite one to love and erotic enjoyment. As she refers to the Venus 
Mountain’s gods and their residence, the grotto, by the lines “Komm, sieh’ dort die 
Grotte” and “[Entzücken] böt’ selbst einem Gotte...” her broadly-arching phrases are 
coloured by an exotic flavour induced by the passing use of the whole-and-half-tone 
scale: with the exception of c, the dominant of F major, the melody moves along an 
octatonic scale at these two points (see Wagner 1961, pp. 860-863).

This provides a tense timbre for the filling of the third a-flat - c-flat by a quick step-
wise progression. Besides, the melody is full of tension right at the arietta’s opening, 
something due to the use of a diminished fifth as the descending leap that completes 
the initial leap c - f upwards. Venus is portrayed as a deviant being by these details that 
also suggest her increasing anxiety or even hidden anger.

Example 1: Leitmotif  “Geliebter! Komm” 
Cited in Richard Wagner, Tannhäuser, edited by Felix Mottl, Edition Peters Nr. 8217 
(Frankfurt, London, New York: C. F Peters, 1974), p. 48.
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The fact that her existence is based on the libido - on love and erotic yearning - is 
generally paralleled by melodic writing that is rich with chromatically descending mo-
tives plus unstable, quickly shifting tonal relations. This becomes apparent following 
Tannhäuser’s bid “Göttin, laß mich zieh’n” - Goddess, set me free - in the Sehr bewegt 
section in Act I, Scene 2 and thereafter.

Tannhäuser’s parts are throughout the opera characterized by bright, diatonic mel-
odies and simple harmonic structures. But the harmonic and melodic progressions 
that Wagner composed for Venus render her as a being genuinely different from Tan-
nhäuser and the other characters, who are all rooted to the Christian community.

To summarize: the pastorale style that this arietta presents constitutes one Diony-
sian sign, which is lyric. The basing of the melody’s core on the unusual octatonic 
scale, often associated with Oriental issues in 19th-century music, bestows the subtle 
pastorale character an exotic timbre. This choice aptly stresses Venus’s strangeness for 
the Christians.

3. The Revengeful Goddess

Venus aspires to keep Tannhäuser as her worshipper by every possible mean. Her 
subtle persuasions are paralleled by her caressing gestures. She grants him the free-
dom to leave, but as it becomes clear that their disagreement cannot be settled, her 
anger bursts out in a demonic manner.

Venus thus intimidates Tannhäuser upon his departure from the Venus Mountain 
by claiming that he will only encounter coldness, as he returns to the world of human 
beings. She believes that he will come back to the Venus Mountain, longing for his past 
bliss and begging for a reentry to her realm. Her lines, which start by the words “Oh! 
Could you but find her who once smiled to you!” (“O! fändest du sie wieder, die einst 
dir gelächelt!”) in Act I, Scene 2, build on vocal gestures (see Example 2).

The progression, which starts at this point, is characterized by the subtle fluctuation of 
tempi. The two phrases that Example 2 presents stand out as vocal gestures. The melodic 
leap from f downwards onto the a-flat at the outset of the second phrase, which is a restate-
ment of the first one, together with the piano pianissimo by which the phrase opens create 
a capricious and sudden accent. This is due to the fact that both the leap downwards and 
the quick switch to the soft tone volume follow a crescendo that ends the first phrase.

A similarly capricious effect occurs at the end of the second phrase as the vio-
lins switch from pp to ff upon starting the thirty-two-note quintuplet that finishes the 
phrase. The style germinating in this passage points to the later Schönbergian speech 
song (Sprechgesang), putting forth traits akin to those that prevail in many expression-
istic vocal compositions that were created at the outset of the 20th century.

The first Venus on the stage, Wilhelmine Schröder-Devrient, apparently inspired 
much of Tannhäuser at its earliest stages, as Laurence Dreyfus has suggested (Dreyfus 
2010, 77). One indeed senses repercussions of her melodramatic vocal performance 
style in Tannhäuser, something that Wagner also described in his autobiography.6

6	 See Richard Wagner, Mein Leben. Erste authentische Veröffentlichung (München: Paul List Verlag, 1963), p. 46 and Mein Leben. 
Vollständige Ausgabe, ed. Eike Middell, vol. I, Sammlung Dieterich Bands 119 (Leipzig: Dieterich’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 
1986), pp. 328–329.
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Venus’s increasing anxiety motivates those particularly expressive phrases. These 
vocal gestures are in much based on the composer’s working on descending motives, 
which are permeated by dense chromaticism. Tannhäuser rejects her love that no long-
er has a meaning for him. This means that the libido will be denied. As the libido is the 
ground of Venus’s existence, she is enraged.

But Venus’s pride overcomes her possessive affection: she will not deprive Tan-
nhäuser of his freedom, although his desire to leave invokes a truly revengeful mood in 
her. She thus curses the whole mankind in a raging manner, retorting her offence. Her 
part at that point is characterized by plain melodic figuration. The forceful restatement 
of particular pitches, such as d-flat and e, is central to it. Although there is no direct 
quotation, her fierce manner owes much to that of Queen of the Night in W. A. Mozart’s 
Magic Flute. Both the cursing Venus and the dagger-bearing Queen are featured so as 
to resemble the bacchantes-turned-into-furies of antique tragedies.

The curse is slightly more concise in the Paris version as compared with the Dres-
den one. It addresses the curse to the humankind (“Menschengeschlecht”), whereas 
the Paris version to the entire world. As Venus declares, “...If you do not return to me, / 
then let the whole world lie under a curse / and for ever be a desert / from which the 

Example 2: The “demonic” Venus: Act I, Scene 2 (un poco ritenuto) 
Cited in Richard Wagner, Tannhäuser und der Sängerkrieg auf Wartburg, ed. Max 
Hochkofler (Switzerland: Edition Eulenburg, 1961), pp. 912–913.
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goddess fled!”7 But the curse is essentially the same in the opera’s both versions: Venus 
suggests in each that if Tannhäuser will not return to her, she will leave the world and 
turn it void.

Venus reveals her ability to destruct by this turn. The rejection of her love triggers 
negative emotions in her, revealing something about the dark side of her libido. The 
curse that she presents stands out as a forceful Dionysian sign. It could be understood 
as an allusion to the voices of Classical tragedies’ heroines.

4. On the Vocalizing of the Libido’s Rejection

Next to nuanced tones of voice achieved by a careful, detailed notation, libidinal ges-
tures in Tannhäuser present major dynamic shifts that take place rapidly. Those proceed-
ings reveal that Wagner composed an intensive emotional loading into these moments.

Libidinal gestures in vocal music are averagely exposed by the textual content 
besides the performance practice indications. Generally, musical gestures stand out 
as emphasized or particularly expressive points. Certain gestures in Tannhäuser tell 
about libidinal issues only, whereas some like Venus’s curse allude to these and also 
the Dionysian heritage at the same time, comprising complex signs.
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POVZETEK

Prispevek opazuje vpliv klasične umetnosti in 
religije na značilnosti opere Tannhäuser und der 
Sängerkrieg auf Wartburg Richarda Wagnerja, pri 
čemer se osredotoča na pariško verzijo (1861). 
Avtorica opazuje predvsem prizor z bakanalom v 
prvem dejanju in analizira dionizična znamenja, 
zlasti v Venerini arietti “Geliebter! Komm”. Analize 
se loteva z metodami, ki spominjajo na semiotično 
analizo glasbe. Z njimi odkriva predvsem glasbene 
topose in sloge. Ob tem ugotavlja, da je na pod-
robnosti zasnove Venerine votline, kakor je pred-
stavljena v partituri opere Tannhäuser, vplivalo 
Wagnerjevo sodelovanje s starejšim kolegom 
Gasparom Spontinijem pri izvedbi njegove opere 
La Vestale leta 1845 v Dresdnu.
Venerina arietta “Geliebter! Komm” je navdihn-
jena s tradicionalnimi opernimi prizori. Venerino 
eksotičnost slika z uporabo oktatonske lestvice, 
ki je bistveno drugačna od glasbe krščanskih 

Minnesängerjev. Avtorica zastopa mnenje, da pas-
toralni slog ariette predstavlja v operi dionizični 
znak lirične vrste. Ob tem so za nastope Venere 
– ob padajočih kromatičnih postopih – značilne 
tudi nestabilne, hitro spreminjajoče se harmon-
ske zveze. Na nekaterih mestih se razvijejo celo v 
melodram. Zdi se, da ta sredstva razkrivajo pravo 
naravo njenega bistva, ki je prežeto z erotičnim 
koprnenjem in libidom.
Še več, avtorica ugotavlja, da je trenutek, ko 
Venera pred njegovim odhodom izreče kletev 
nad Tanhäuserjem, drugo dionizično znamenje. 
Spominja na ženske like v antičnih tragedijah, 
ki se iz bakhantinj prelevijo v furije. Avtorica se 
posveča tudi nekaterim drugim odlomkom, v 
katerih se Venera poskuša soočiti s Tannhäuser-
jevo zavrnitvijo. Večinoma izstopajo kot vokalne 
geste. Avtorica predstavlja svojo metodo dela na 
vzorčnih analizah teh odlomkov.

Prevod naslova, izvlečka in povzetka Aleš Nagode
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