Flato vermus Wagner
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Vad Wegpner 1ived in the days vhen the gods ondh

ware 8till asotively eabrolled In human affalrs, when 1t was
euabonary that poets should sing of doity and demon a8 well as of
arpg and of men, he would have bweh criticised far more flercely

than today. Undoubbtedly Plato, the Athemian philosopher, would

s sharpest critic. Surely Wogner would have been

a mors vulrerable target than Hossr for Plato's virulent eritloisn,

HWagrer 1 the olassle exaaple of the post whow Plabo would

have banlshed from his vioplan 1iee° Plato eritlcised Homer

for widernining philosophy, Tar &@@%&&&gg.t&fﬁﬁﬁbﬁﬁ%@ anotiong of

Joang des

m&mkimﬁ,B eren as eritios bodesy condemn Yagwerts Dep

gn to be deoadent and lmmoral. Ths systiclen that perveden

e 18 ageepbad Indlestive AL the 1rv%ti§ﬁai

1deology for which Plato chastlised postry. Surely Plato could
have found no muslolian to whom hils censure would bave bean mors

apnlicable, nor could Wagner have found & more convineling eritic.

The charges with which Flato would confront Riehard Wagner
ars the same as those whleh he advanced agslnst Homer: 1.) that
he appesled to the base amobions of sankind, 2.) that by presenting
immoral lduns he uﬁﬁayﬁﬁﬁﬁ&,tﬁﬁ~&f@§@mﬁ.af'ﬁhﬁlﬁﬁ@ﬁﬁ?. 3.} that
he dwesived nankind by pordeaying uwrealitys YWagver stenda

alwost helpless before the onslsughl of sueh charges., The Agnobi-

1ity of bhis own charagber only contirgs the &E@ﬁ%&%&#ﬁﬁ-&%&ﬁﬁﬁﬁ



hime Still we must realize that the arcuments dwarf the organs

threugh which they are exprossed. Ye are the speotators of far
more than & bout betwesn two manj vwe are witnessea of a struggle

batwesn twe ldeologiss, between Lwo ways of 1ifa.

Aichard Wagner can do nothing hetter than to defend himself
with hia pusis. It 1s his all, ths most conerete and the moat
direct exprassion of his asoul, That is why, had he been faced
with the necessity of defending hinaelf against Flata'a accusations,

Wagner would have chossn to raise his baton, and with b magle

movenent of his hand to evoks ths stralns of the preelids to Farslfal

Onae may immedilately object that it is unfalr to assune
Paprsifal to be raprepentative of Wagnerlan muslo, that in the final

ysars of his 1ife Wagner forsook the banal hero-worship of mystic

gods and supsrndn for a state of mind of enotlional Mistzuchelism,

or A Comedy of Erropp

of Shakespanred work. We would hardly chose L Allegk:

gt as the mogt perlsel exproesalonunt

a2 tha nobleat achlevement of hils intellect.,

When the curtain rises on Jla DIedt net of Jarallasd

rises also on the last smet of an even grealar G

sy the drams of

the evalutleon of & humsn soul from apiritus)l dsrkuess. The true

sifal 1ies in the fact that it 1e the oculmination
of a lifelong seareh. In the t2ea)ism that pave birth to the
‘muileless fool', Parsifal, Wagner has Tound. zZoal .

The opera is the logleal end cof a path that begun in the erotlicism



of a Tristan, that led from Brusnuhillde to Ellssabeth of the

Tannhiiuser, a path that culminated only after a life-time of

atrugerle. Not unlike Faust, Wagner has demonstrated the truth
of the words whish Gosthe places into the mouth of God: "Man
errs 8o long as he doeth Bsek. ., « And yet who e'er strives

toward his goal, 'tis him we shall redsem,"

-

An effactlye foll to the character of Wagner himaslf 1is
Amfortas, who, assording to ths story of the opera, lost the
Holy Spsor in Klingsor's snchanted garden. ‘Plato muag reallze,
as only a philosopher oan, ths significance of sll that Amfortas

andoned In yielding to the sensual teénd

Klingsor's magic. Amfortas’ downfall represents not merely the

it of 2 single woment's lust, but rather ths cessatlon
of morsal asblitlopns This moral anmbitlion was Wagner's redemptiong

its absence was Amfortas’ @sa&r&eﬁi&ﬁf§¢3~

1Y

As Plato seos the suffering of King Amfortas he gannot help
feoling plty for a wound so deep that only 2 miraale can heal it,
For centuries to coms the deapalr of Amfortas willl move the hearts
of thousanda of listeners to pity. They will asee in him, as in
a mirror, ths image of thelr own nmlsguldsd axistanca. Indesd each
day they are overoome, snd sach day the Holy Spesr is wrested from
thelr falteriﬁg handey oven as 1t was wrested out of ths hands of
the king vhose angulsh moves them to think, to pity; and to pray.

In a sense Plato himeelf 1s praying as In sllence he stares
at the teuple of the Holy Grall, Hia syes are fixad on the Grail
itaelf, as in deep carmine 1t glows in the hands of Aunlortas. The



impansioned moaning of the chglrp}and the volee of the sulTering
king reeall to Plato's mind the a%t“&gnmrsd angulish of Atheniam
slaves, as they will bring to the mind of every listener the reall-
zation of his own pecullar shartcom;ngs.7 Ia the roverence with
which he bows his head so evil an emotion that bscause of 1t

Plato should wish to expel from his Republie the stocky man in

the orchastra pit? As the strains of the chorus rise to new

‘of pathos, as the man on the litter ralses hls heavy head,

and as the colums of the temple streteh upward 1n treir gothie
simplicity, Flato is suddenly reminded of the death of hls teacter
Socrstes in the cavernms of an Athenian Jall, Perhaps Soorates

is gesturing to Plato signs of approval, <‘erhaps that 1s why

throat 1s so dry, why he bows his head 1n abject silence’s

Plato himself is prepsred to admit the emotlional puriskaﬁiana
inherent 1n the music., Never had he maintained that emotlion wos
intrinsically evil, but neither had he seen 1t to be of much v&lﬁn%
Only when he himself had been tourhad by the tender hand of plty,
only when the events of hia own life had besn recalled to hlm by
the drams on the stage, was Plato certaln of the good effected by

emotion,

In the first act Plato's emotional experisnce had been
narrowly restricted to isolated events in his own life. Now

emotlon takes an even Tirmsr grip on him, As with his ayes he

follows Farsifal to the enchanted castle of Kllngsor, the very
pame emotlons that are aroused in the youth inflame Plato's mind.

Theres



There 1s sosething real and personal in Parsifel's temptations.
Ferhapa Plato only senses the danger that threaztens Farsifal;

perheps Illo once was threatened by the same danger. Parsifal's
cause suddenly becomes hls own. Had Klingsor thrown the Breay
At Plato himself, the Athenian would have cringsd no mors than bs
did. In temptation, in danger, and in triuvmph, Parsifal and Plato
have beoome the asame, When Plato sses the Spear hover over the
head of the youth, & sensatlon much wmors powerful than a dozen
dlssertatlons of the ethles of chastity constricts his throat),
To him Parsifal has become the symbol of purity, and Parsifal's

trivweph, the victory of virtue.

To asaign the purlty of the "guileleas fool" to 1grorance
would be folly. His rejsotion of Kundry's charms ﬁas conasoloun
and dellbarate. Wagner exprsases ethieal values whieh ave identiocal
with those of Plato and, indeed, with those of Western vhilosophy

9 The intellect choss between right and wrong; surely

In genersal.
Farsifal's rejection of Kundry anything but emotional. Cnly if
Parsifal had ylelded to the temptations of the fleah, would the
eritics be Justified in accusing Wagner of emitonalism, Nothing
less than intellectunl purity shlelded Parsifal from lgnominy that
befellAmfortas. Farsifal grasps the Spear hoverding over his head
and makes with 1t the sign of ths cross. "Now with this sign I

ban thy cursed m&gia,“lohe proclaims to Klingaar. Flato underastands
the aigniflocanse of zﬁaaa words3 he admires the compossr for the

To the thunder of Wagnerian crescendos the castls falls
into ruins, and Plato wipes the swest of his brow. As he aits with



his head beowed in hils hands, he has fopgotiten the acousation he

made agh HBe is awed by the besuty snd

feeling of the muslio, by the triomph of the vlolins that accompany
Parsifal ss bhs prooclaims to Klingsoprs
"is the wound shall be shut
Which with thle thou didst cut,
To dust and to ruln

Falls thy umreal display.® 1%

-
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e freshness of spring grests Plato as the curtsain rises
on the last act. Amid blooming shrubs and trees Paraifal returts
from his Journey. He has wandered through the world for many
yearsi 1t was the curse of Xundiry that he must. Fven as he walka,
the breath of spring stirs to 1ife all that was d«ad during the

long winter, when the Spsar was in Elingsor's possession.

The sudden -8

nge reminds ¥doato of his third accusation .
agalinst Yagner, He muses that he, Plato, was right after all, that
art did portray things unreal, that poedry distorted life into

@n imaginary pattern. Tha sudden change, the lapse of months and
yeara, was proof of the deception that drama perpetrated upon the

human mind,

As Plato maps in his mind a summary of the chargss against
Riehard Vsgner, he iz dlstrasted by a csritalin theme. In the ausie
to which, until now, tha rapid ssquence of dramatlioe situatlions
had made him oblivious. For ths flrat time he is awnre .of the

recurrence of the lLeltmotif that has sccompanied Paralfal throughout

the opera. Already the music has begun to assuse to Plato &
greater signiflicanse., Tensely he walits until the




azain. The chords and vardatlons associsted with Parsifal's
aymbols of his struggle. To the Iini-

tiated they ars the expreasion of ideals, of falth, of victory.

Ag the Tinal triumphant bare roverbsrate in the reesgssss
of the hall, Plato is dumbfounded., A sledgehamser-blow could ndt
have stunned him more, Aas he stares at ths bright red curtalin

from
that concesls the stage sk which a moment agd music and drams had

moved his soul, a single thought races through Plato'’s mind.

Is 1t not much better that posts should write, that Q%ﬁ@@ﬁﬁrﬂ
should orchestrate, that singers should slng postry that ils nobler
thalh 4
to Flato how uttsrly wrong hls thaorlea of reallsm might be,

¢ pattineas of Aslly life . Untll now 1t had never ocoured

The picturs of 2 mmn who through purity of mind and aoul
conquered the pitfalls of other men fascinated Plato. He was
about to storm intc ths orcheatra pit, to embrsee the c@ﬁ&u@tar?

to invite Richard Waguer to his Academy, but twanty~three centuries

saparated them,
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W ik BorlinsZshlandor?, ﬁ@yiam, n.4&.
of « Do 124 TER fret der Nensoh 8o lang epr sbtrebt ™

ofe D839, "Wer imuer sbrebend sloh bawusht, -

Deny koasnnen wir arl@ﬁa@m.

Dog ﬁai fu#é mich der letzte %%@&ﬁa .
Hord! jeh mun av ppbidiloke gagen
?ﬁ@%ﬁii@ doch ! Du Bist so scheen -

1 ich mern zu Grunds zehn !
~die Tobenglocke sohallen,
o blet du delmes Disnstes frel,
Die M noag stelry der Zelgey r&&laa,
Es sel die Zelt Tuer nloh vorbel &

SCanel thow deesive me with desirs

- Be that for me the final hour. . . '

= : say to wny wonents

L % 8o fair art thou % my. own translatlon.
?@&ﬁ &ﬁysg thow east me into &e?@%mtg

Then gladly to my end I go !

E “let the bells of death start calling,

- Then ofl thy ssrvics be thou free,

CThe olock ahall stops  The y@iﬂt&@ ﬁ&l&&@g

L indicate my end for me'l

whlion ¢ + great and probable
s Uy wmoving in us f@a@ and plty, 1a
wglng of those twoe passions in owr minds."
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