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Summary of Thesis:

It took over twenty years for Richard Wagner to finish composing Der Ring des Nibelungen. The main
thesis of my essay is to clarify the changes in Wagner’s compositional style by showing the development
of his orchestral technique in The Ring. The thesis is composed of three parts. The first part shows
Wagner’s method of composition before The Ring. For example, during the process of composition of
his earlier works, Tannhéuser and Lohengrin, he first created two “complete drafts” which conformed to
the opera from beginning to end, and then proceeded to compose a full orchestral score as a fair copy.

The second part describes Wager’s compositional processes for The Ring. He often changed his
compositional method, which is divided into four periods: (1) Das Rheingold and Die Walkiire, (2)
Siegfied Act |, (3) Siegfried Act Il (4) Siegfried Act lll and Gétterddmmerung. In composing Das
Rheingold, Wagner first completed the orchestration in pencil, referred to as a “complete draft”, and then
put this directly into full score. From this score Wagner created the final version: the fair copy. Die
Walkiire was composed in this same way.

As the composer started to write Siegfried Act I, he changed his process. He completed two drafts —
so to speak “working manuscripts” —, one of which was written with pencil and the other with ink. From
these he designed two full orchestral scores in ink. In the second act Wagner worked in a similar fashion.
However, he discontinued this compositional technique after he completing the draft phase. Then, seven
years later he finally went back and orchestrated the second act. Consequently, the orchestration of the
second act differs methodologically from the first act. In Siegfried Act Ill and in the whole of
Gotterddmmerung Wagner used other ideas from previous works. In this case he created two drafts:
One was done in ink as a “short score”, which included orchestral sketches on more than three staves,
and the other was done in pencil. Then, he devised a full orchestral score in ink as a “working
manuscript” which could be called an incomplete fair copy. He then led his musical assistants in copying
out the full orchestral score, which he occasionally revised along the way.

In the third part there will be an analysis of Wagner’s orchestral technique. One of the most important
techniques that Wagner used through the whole Ring Cycle was to assign a timbre of individual
instruments to the storyline, which individualized each character or sound. This particular manner of
individualization of timbre was not a unique feature in The Ring, but was a typical technique in German

Romantic opera. A massive orchestral setting was applied by Wagner in the whole Ring Cycle, in which
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he changed some of the casting of instruments according to the plot. Thus, the orchestra in The Ring is
furthermore a collective volume of various instrumental settings.

In The Ring Wagner introduced an innovative compositional technique, which was to combine
several motifs simultaneously. He improved this technique beginning with the handling of Act Ill of
Siegfried, which, thus, represents one of Wagner's most important compositional methods. In the
beginning of Das Rheingold Wagner developed another innovative compositional technique, which was
used to represent “nature scenes” (Rainbow Bridge, Magic Fire and Forest Murmurs) in the whole of the
Ring Cycle. The use of the latter, however, does not factor into the advancement of the composer's
compositional method. In this case, Wagner typically wrote down his ideas in a rough draft. Only in the
full score did he come to crystallize the orchestration. There are, thus, two different processes of
Wagner’s orchestration in The Ring: On one hand, his orchestration was developed as a work in
progress while completing a final draft, on the other, he did not give form to his orchestral ideas until he
made the full score.




