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DISC ONE
1  Overture, Der fliegende Holländer 11.46
2  Overture, Tannhäuser  16.35
3  Prelude und Liebestod, Tristan und Isolde  18.22
   Total playing time  46.43

DISC TWO
1  Entry of the Gods into Valhalla, Das Rheingold  7.16
2  Ride of the Valkyries, Die Walküre  4.53
3  Magic Fire Music, Die Walküre  11.00
4  Siegfried’s Rhine Journey, Götterdämmerung  12.40
5  Siegfried’s Funeral Music, Götterdämmerung  9.44
   Total playing time  45.33
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ALSO AVAILABLE
London Symphony Orchestra, conducted by Yondani Butt

BRAHMS (3 CD set)
Symphonies 1-4
Variations on a Theme by Haydn
Academic Festival Overture
Tragic Overture

BEETHOVEN (6 CD set)
Symphonies 1-9
The Creatures of Prometheus
Fidelio
King Stephen
Consecration of the House
Egmont
Coriolan
Ruins of Athens
Leonore Overture No. 3

SCHUMANN (2 CD set)
Symphonies 1-4
Overture to Manfred

'FRENCH CLASSICS'
Gounod, Ballet Music from Faust
Saint-Saëns, Le Rouet d’Omphale
Debussy,  Prélude à l'après-midi d'un faune
Bizet, Jeux d’enfants Suite
Fauré,  Pelléas et Mélisande Suite
Ravel, Le Tombeau de Couperin (Rigaudon)
Fauré, Pavane

For full track details visit www.wyastone.co.uk
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Goldmark’s Rustic Wedding
Symphony featured in the
Classical Charts and was a
Gramophone Magazine Critics’
Choice.

In the early 2000s, Yondani Butt
suffered damage to his vocal
chords, and retired from
conducting. However, in 2009
he returned to the podium,
working with the London
Symphony Orchestra to record
many of the Austro-German
classics, including Beethoven,
Brahms, Schumann and
Wagner, as well as works by
Tchaikovsky, and a disc of
French Classics.

Yondani Butt was also a
composer. He studied free
counterpoint and composition
with Bernard Heiden (1910–
2000). Heiden was born in Frankfurt am Main and was a student of Paul Hindemith’s. In Indiana,
Yondani Butt studied piano with Sidney Foster, a protégé of Isabelle Vergarova and David
Saperton at the Curtis Institute. In Michigan, he studied ensemble with Eugene Bossart (1917–2011)
and piano with Karen Keys, who had been a student of Alfred Cortot.

Yondani Butt died on 28 August 2014.
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In many respects, The Flying Dutchman may be considered the work in which Wagner found his
voice. Though he would go on to compose greater and more thoroughly organised operatic works,
it was in The Flying Dutchman, premiered in 1843, that the various aspects of Wagner’s style and
vision first coalesced into something truly coherent and profound. Wagner himself recognised this
turning-point, writing in Eine Mitteilung an meine Freunde (‘A Communication to my Friends’) in 1851:

From here begins my career as poet, and my farewell to the mere concoctor of opera-texts.

The work deals with the themes of love and redemption, and with the symbiotic relationship
between those needing redemption (here, the Dutchman himself ), and those whose purpose in life
it is to redeem others (a role often taken by a woman, in this case, Senta). As with many of Wagner’s
central figures, the Dutchman has committed a crime, having sworn to sail round the Cape at any
cost, for which Satan has sentenced him to eternal voyaging. Every seven years, the Dutchman may
set foot on land in the hope of finding a woman prepared to sacrifice herself for him.

Wagner was fascinated by the complexity of human longing: is it love we desire, or redemption,
and can love itself redeem? These questions are posed in The Flying Dutchman with remarkable
clarity:

The sombre glow that I feel burning here,
Should I, wretched one, call it love?
Ah no! It is the longing for salvation,
might it come to me through such an angel!

Like the opera it precedes, the Overture to The Flying Dutchman ushers in what would become
quintessential aspects of Wagner’s style. The Overture instantly demands our attention, and uses
elements of what is to come, in a manner that was unprecedented. Furthermore, the use of D minor
is significant. It was usually the key of choice for the most unhinged moments in Mozart and
Beethoven and, in particular, D minor is the key of the latter’s Ninth Symphony, a work deified by
Wagner. Other influences were Weber’s Der Freischütz and Marschner’s Der Vampyr, but the
resultant music is unmistakeably Wagner’s own.

In the compelling opening section, undulating strings billow into wave-like sweeps of sound,
punctuated with fanfare-like brass. Wagner conjures up the sea as vividly as any composer before
Britten, but also sets the emotional scene of the opera. The opening passage dies away into a serene,
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hymn-like Andante, beginning on cor anglais, with moments for oboe and flute, all supported by
the winds. This intimate, soothing music is associated with Senta throughout the opera.

Tempestuous writing erupts once more, with a jovial sea-shanty overpowered by the onslaught of
the waves. Yet the Overture ends unexpectedly: not with blazes of glorious sound, as so often in
Wagner, but harking back to Senta’s theme, with delicate harps and strings in a D major of
luminous beauty.

Tannhäuser (written 1843-45) is considered by some to be the least successful of Wagner’s major
works. Initially poorly staged and received, the work has come under fire for more fundamental
problems, not least the rather passive character of the hero, to whom Wagner struggled to relate.
This opera was written alongside two others: The Flying Dutchman and Lohengrin; Wagner later
sought to distance himself from all three. Nevertheless, the Overture to Tannhäuser demonstrates
remarkable clarity in summarising elements of the plot, which concerns the tussle between sacred
and sensual love.

The Overture opens with a gentle, noble Pilgrims’ Chorus in the woodwinds, before the cellos enter
with a poignant theme. The sense of building tension and momentum is entirely characteristic,
with chromaticism, growing dynamics and expanding orchestral textures adding intensity.
Wagner then adds another layer: a repeated rhythm in the strings, which leads into the pilgrims’
theme, played by the brass. This rhythmic motif – which Wagner called ‘the pulse of life’ – urges
the music forwards. Then the central part of the Overture is given over to pleasure, with dancing
rhythms and quick-moving motifs skipping across the orchestra, increasing in urgency and
forward-motion. This dies away into solos for strings and clarinet accompanied by transparent,
shimmering string textures. Wagner then fuses these various elements: the shimmering continues,
punctuated by colourful percussion, accompanying the pilgrims’ theme in all its glory.

It is almost impossible to think of a composer more influential, and more controversial, than
Richard Wagner. His impact as a creative artist has been enormous, and his musical legacy
continues to inspire deeply-felt and resolute devotion. Yet the distinction between Wagner the man
and Wagner the musician remains a troubled one. Though few would deny the inherent qualities
of his music, Wagner’s opinions, recorded unequivocally in his many writings, were frequently
bigoted and objectionable. Even now, his notorious anti-Semitism makes Wagner a hotly-debated
figure in places such as Israel, where performances of his music are rare, and never unquestioned.
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Yondani Butt, conductor

Yondani Butt was born in Macau. He held a Ph.D. in chemistry, on which subject he has published
numerous research papers. He studied conducting with Wolfgang Vacano (1906–1985) at Indiana
University, majoring in chemistry. He continued to study conducting with Josef Blatt (1906–1999)
at the University of Michigan while pursuing his chemistry degree.

Yondani Butt has inherited from his teachers a unique musical heritage. Both Vacano and Blatt were
born in 1906. Vacano was born in Cologne, moved to Berlin as a child, and studied at the Staatliche
Hochshule für Musik. Blatt was born in Vienna and studied piano with the great Leschetizky at the
age of four. He later studied conducting with the legendary Clemens Krauss who was the music
director of the Vienna Philharmonic as well as the Vienna Opera. Krauss was greatly influenced by
Arthur Nikisch, and was a close friend of Richard Strauss. Through this exceptional lineage,
Yondani Butt has inherited a vast repertoire via both Blatt and Krauss, notably the works of Mahler,
Richard Strauss and Wagner. Vacano had taught some students conducting at Indiana and Aspen,
but Blatt rarely took on students. Yondani Butt was recommended to Blatt by Walter Robert,
himself Blatt’s fellow-student and a famous piano pedagogue.

As founder of Symphonie Canadiana, Yondani Butt has led the orchestra on major tours
throughout North America. From 1983, he held the position of Resident Conductor of the Victoria
International Festival, creating the highly successful Concerti Extravaganza series, for which he
conducted more than 23 concerts in six weeks. Frequently in demand as a guest conductor,
Yondani Butt has recorded and performed throughout the USA, Canada, Latin America, Asia and
Europe.

Hailed by Robert Marsh of the Chicago Sun Times as 'an outstanding talent', Yondani Butt received
acclamation from critics and audiences for his many CD recordings and concert performances. In
1995, Yondani Butt received an MRA Gramophone Award in the Symphony category for his
recording of Glazunov’s Sixth Symphony. He had won the same Award in 1986 for his
interpretation of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Third Symphony. Yondani Butt’s recording of Glazunov’s
Third Symphony is recognized by the Glazunov Society as definitive, and earned him the title of
Honorary Patron of the Society. His extensive discography includes works by Elgar, Glière, Grieg,
Kodály, Lalo, Liszt, Mahler, Raff, Saint-Saëns, Sibelius and Richard Strauss. His recording of
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sounding as though in the distance, creating the impression of life waking up. Dialogue between
the upper and lower strings adds momentum, and the music surges forwards, with timpani rolls
maintaining the excitement. As one would expect, an invigorating string texture in Wagner’s hands
leads almost inevitably to powerful themes in the brass. This is answered by more lyrical passages
from the strings and woodwinds, but ultimately this music brims with adventure, heightened by
tingling triangle.

In contrast, Wagner uses ominous timpani beats to create an instant sense of foreboding at the
outset of ‘Siegfried’s Funeral Music’, an excerpt from Act III. A melancholy, almost sinister brass
theme unfolds into music of spine-tingling nobility. Wagner conjures up a ceremonial procession
with music of glorious pomp and majesty, dying away into a sombre ending.

So extraordinary was Wagner’s artistic vision that his output will remain one of the great
monuments of classical music, in spite of his deep character flaws. As Debussy argued:

Wagner’s art can never completely die. It will suffer that inevitable decay, the cruel brand of
time on all beautiful things; yet noble ruins must remain, in the shadow of which our
grand-children will brood over the past splendour of this man who, had he been a little more
human, would have been altogether great.

© Joanna Wyld, 2012
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As Daniel Barenboim put it in conversation with Edward Said:

“Wagner, the person, is absolutely appalling, despicable, and, in a way, very difficult to put
together with the music he wrote, which so often has exactly the opposite kind of feelings ...
noble, generous...”

There are few, one hopes, who would sanction Wagner’s views. Yet his art is so unmistakeably
great that it becomes necessary to separate personality from achievement. Does Wagner’s skill as a
creator of visionary works eclipse his offences? The debate continues to rage. Either way, music
would be immeasurably poorer without Wagner’s contribution. In addition to his own
achievements, there are innumerable works which simply would not exist without Wagner. He
influenced Mahler, Richard Strauss, Berg and Schoenberg, to name but a handful.

And the famous ‘Tristan chord’ (F–B–D-sharp–G-sharp, heard at the opening of the ‘Prelude’) was
so harmonically innovative that it had a profound effect on the development of 20th-century music:
when Debussy used the chord without resolving it in his Prélude à l'après-midi d’un faune, it became
clear that Wagner had paved the way for the harmonic adventures of modern music. Indeed, few
composers have been more influenced by Wagner than Debussy early in his career, when he
admitted that he was ‘a Wagnerian to the pitch of forgetting the simple rules of courtesy’.

Tristan und Isolde (written 1857-9) was in part based on a romance by Gottfried von Strassburg,
though Wagner, as with all his operatic works, wrote the words himself. Wagner referred to Tristan
und Isolde as ‘eine Handlung’ (a plot or drama), resisting the term ‘opera’, which he came to believe
was not a concept that reflected his ideals. Similarly, Wagner alluded to his texts not as libretti but
as ‘poems’. In 1857 Wagner read his Tristan und Isolde poem to an audience which included his then
wife, Minna; Mathilde Wesendonck, the woman with whom he was besotted; and Cosima von
Bülow, his future mistress and wife. The work was eventually premiered in 1865, conducted by
Hans von Bülow – whose wife, Cosima, was by then having an affair with Wagner, which would
lead her to leave her husband in 1868.

Despite the tangled nature of his romantic life during these years, there was only one woman who
could be said to have inspired Tristan und Isolde: Mathilde, a married poet. Wagner’s love for her
overflowed into this music. Nobody knows for certain whether his feelings were fully reciprocated
or if an affair took place, but the strength of Wagner’s feelings is exhibited in the sense of longing
which pervades the entire work, from the very first moments of the ‘Prelude’.
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Wagner had also discovered the philosophy of Schopenhauer, in October 1854; its effect was
profound, and the composer became immersed in a ‘serious mood created by Schopenhauer, which
was trying to find ecstatic expression. It was some such mood that inspired the conception of a
Tristan und Isolde.’

Wagner summed up the maelstrom of feelings brought on by the heady combination of Mathilde
and Schopenhauer in a letter to Liszt – who would become his father-in-law – dated 16 December
1854:

Never in my life having enjoyed the true happiness of love I shall erect a memorial to this
loveliest of all dreams in which, from the first to the last, love shall, for once, find utter
repletion. I have devised in my mind a Tristan und Isolde, the simplest, yet most fullblooded
musical conception imaginable, and with the ‘black flag’ that waves at the end I shall cover
myself over – to die.

In keeping with these emotions, the exquisite, sinuous lines and aching chromaticism of Tristan und
Isolde convey deeply-felt yearning. Though often paired together, the ‘Prelude’ and ‘Liebestod’ are
at opposite ends of the work, and it is only in Isolde’s ‘Liebestod’ that the initial ‘Tristan chord’ is
resolved. In between these two moments, the eponymous pair experience a journey that is both
literal and emotional: stuck on a boat bound for Isolde’s intended, their relationship shifts from
scorn to love. It is as Tristan dies that Isolde expresses her love for him in the ravishing ‘Liebestod’.

Much of Wagner’s fame rests on the sheer scale of his grandest conception: Der Ring des
Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung or The Ring). The idea for the project germinated in 1848 and
was initially conceived as one opera, until Wagner realised that to tell the story completely he
would need to expand the scope of his undertaking. By 1874 he had produced a cycle of monolithic
proportions: four epic music-dramas based on Norse mythology, following an array of characters
encompassing gods, humans and mythical creatures. In total the cycle lasts around 15 hours, and
features Wagner’s innovative leitmotif technique, in which certain musical ideas are linked with
particular characters, recurring throughout the works to identify them musically, and to unify the
cycle as a whole.

Das Rheingold, (The Rhine Gold, first work in the series), has a hard, sinewy quality, with strongly-
articulated musical ideas. Typical of this is the ‘Entry of the Gods into Valhalla’, which comes at the
end of the opera, in Scene IV, when Wotan leads the gods across a bridge into a castle, which he
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names Valhalla. A rapidly-shifting string texture sets the scene before the entry of a noble horn
theme, evocative of the hunt. There follows a pastoral string theme, with harp adding glitter to the
background texture. The exhilarating combination of airy, quick-moving strings and proud brass-
writing driving the music forwards is quintessential Wagner.

Die Walküre follows Das Rheingold, and the contrast between the two works is remarkable: Die
Walküre exhibits an emotional fragility that expresses the plight of its central characters. Die Walküre
is one of the most integrated of the set: Wagner championed the notion of the Gesamtkunstwerk or

‘total work of art’; the fact that he wrote the words as well as the music in his music-dramas is a feat
of creativity. However, there are inevitably moments when one element is slightly stronger than
the other; when the music overwhelms the text, or when the music becomes a vehicle for the text
and is therefore less inspired. Not so in Die Walküre, in which Wagner’s melodic lines illustrate the
subtleties of the text with great balance and sophistication.

Die Walküre contains one of Wagner’s most memorable achievements: The Ride of the Valkyries, from
the beginning of Act III. Few can resist the contagious excitement and drive of the main leitmotif,
although there is a risk that its catchiness and fame may, perhaps, obscure the skill involved in its
composition. Wagner marshals his forces with aplomb, maximising the orchestra’s capacity for
energy and excitement with frenetic string textures, whirling woodwind and formidable brass.

The ‘Magic Fire Music’, also from Act III, accompanies Brünnhilde’s request that Wotan encircle a
mountain with magic flame, which will deter all but the bravest of heroes; eventually it is only
Siegfried (yet to be born) who surmounts this challenge. Die Walküre closes with Brünnhilde lying
in an enchanted sleep, surrounded by the magic fire. The ‘Magic Fire Music’ is characterised by its
orchestral colour and undulating texture. No wonder Wagner appealed to Impressionists like
Debussy: alongside his facility for strong thematic material, Wagner was masterful at unfolding
subtly evolving harmonic progressions and intricate, evocative textures.

The vast conclusion of The Ring is Götterdämmerung, in which Wagner ties up the complex plot
threads which have interlaced the entire cycle. In both ‘Siegfried’s Rhine Journey’ and ‘Siegfried’s
Funeral Music’, the use of timpani is a prominent colouristic effect. The ‘Rhine Journey’ is lifted
from the Prologue, illustrating the moment when Siegfried leaves Brünnhilde with the Ring,
vowing to remember their love, and sets off on his horse. This section begins with an enigmatic,
slightly chilling opening texture. The sense of stillness is interrupted by brass and timpani,
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DISC ONE
1  Overture, Der fliegende Holländer 11.46
2  Overture, Tannhäuser  16.35
3  Prelude und Liebestod, Tristan und Isolde  18.22
   Total playing time  46.43

DISC TWO
1  Entry of the Gods into Valhalla, Das Rheingold  7.16
2  Ride of the Valkyries, Die Walküre  4.53
3  Magic Fire Music, Die Walküre  11.00
4  Siegfried’s Rhine Journey, Götterdämmerung  12.40
5  Siegfried’s Funeral Music, Götterdämmerung  9.44
   Total playing time  45.33

Recorded 2011 at Henry Wood Hall, London


