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     	 Adorno's Wagner:History and the Potential of the Artwork
 
	 Karin Bauer (bio)
 

 
 
 
  The work of Richard Wagner presents a lifelong challenge to Adorno. His reflections on music, modern art, and the culture industry are invariably informed by his stance vis-à-vis Wagner. As he did for Nietzsche, Wagner presents for Adorno an occasion for a case study, and in this sense, Adorno's critique of Wagner exhibits a measure of supplementarity, for Wagner serves as a diagnostic surrogate and foil on which and against which to investigate aspects of modernity and the development of modern art. For instance, through his critical engagement with Wagner, Adorno has, as Andreas Huyssen has pointed out, opened up various avenues through which to question his seemingly rigid division between autonomous art and the culture industry. Through his analysis of Wagner, Adorno is able to ascertain the commodification of art as arising from aesthetic modernism itself. But beyond the interdependent emergence and genealogy of autonomous art and the culture industry, Wagner representsa significant marker in the development of modern art in a myriad of ways, and throughout his work, Adorno turned again and againto Wagner in order to work out issues that are preoccupying him. Adorno's reception of Wagner has received critical attention from scholars in various disciplines, and for the most part cultural historians have been more receptive to Adorno's accounts than musicologists, who have pointed out errors and misconceptions in Adorno's musical analysis. Many musicologists object to Adorno's method of intermingling aesthetic and ideological criteria—although this method mirrors, of course, Adorno's argument that in the artwork aesthetics and ideology are inseparably intertwined. To analyze the entwinement of myth and enlightenment and aesthetics and ideology in the artwork thus requires a combination of critical approaches. [End Page 68]
 What is most notable in the various discussions of Adorno's reception of Wagner is, however, that critics treat it as if it presented a consistent body of work. This is—contrary to some of Adorno's own claims—decidedly not the case. Although all Adorno's Wagner essays and lectures from 1933 to 1966 pursue similar topics and share certain methodological features, they exhibit remarkable shifts in emphases. There may be no direct contradictions between the early essays and the later lectures, but they clearly approach Wagner from differing vantage points, and the differences in Adorno's Wagner reception say as much about Wagner's work as they do about Adorno's critical enterprise. The "Notiz über Wagner" of 1933; the seminal In Search of Wagner, which was written in 1937–38 and reissued with an announcement ("Selbstanzeige") in 1952; the lecture "Wagners Aktualität," published in the Bayreuth festival program of 1964; a postscript (Nachschrift) on the Wagner discussion that had ensued in Die Zeit as a result of his lecture; and a 1966 lecture entitled "Wagner and Bayreuth" present a mosaic of critical inquiries that may be seen as closely reflecting Adorno's concerns at various moments in time. The interpretation of Wagner in these essays and lectures carry with them the particularity of the larger historical context, from the rise of National Socialism in the thirties to the rise of the protest movement in the sixties, and, partially in and partially out of sync with these political developments, they also carry with them the particularity of the shifting foci in Adorno's work.
 As Adorno himself argues in the sixties, the historical circumstances had changed and with it the reception of Wagner's work. This is not surprising; however, Adorno goes a step further by declaring that it is not only the effect and reception of Wagner's work that has changed but the work itself ("das Werk selber, an sich") and that a contemporary critique of Wagner must account for this change and for that which arises anew under these changed historical circumstances. This essay undertakes the task of tracing the shifts in Adorno's Wagner reception with a particular focus on those elements that arise anew in it. Thus, in line with Adorno's method of criticism, which always also sees itself as a rescue mission, the following seeks to trace not only...
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