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Abstract

The Bavarian composer Johann Nepomuk von Poissl was regarded by many in the second
decade of the nineteenth century as German opera’ s greatest hope. Though neglected by
later musicology, in hisday Poisd was a central figure in the aesthetic discourses
surrounding opera, being prominent as a composer, librettist, trandlator, journalist and
director of the Munich Court Theatre. He was also a profoundly ideological arti<t,
expressing in his operas a distinctive vision of Bavarian nationhood and of the wider

German identity.

Thisthesis represents the first substantial study of Poiss’s operatic oeuvre. It isbased on a
detailed reading of his thirteen surviving operas, all unpublished. It uses many previously
untranscribed and untranglated sources. It shows how Poisd, in his prose writings as well as
his operas, addressed what he and his contemporaries saw as the fundamental aesthetic
values of opera. It also shows that several of Poisd’sworks were aresponse to specific
political, ideological and cultural issues. These include the Franco-Bavarian alliance, the

post-Napoleonic settlement and the Catholic restoration of Bavaria under King Ludwig I.

These threads are drawn together in a case study of Poisd’s opera Athalia (1814). This
considers not only the literary and musical form of this piece but also its ideological
content. It shows how Poisd’ s particular vision of nationhood and faith was embedded not
only in Athalia’ s text but also in its music. It clarifies the dialogue-based form in which the
operawas originally performed. It suggests that Poissl’ s later addition of recitatives to
Athalia not only obscured the dramatic and musical strengths of this particular work, but
also gave riseto musicological misconceptions which have distorted and restricted our

view of Poisdl’s oeuvre as awhole.
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A note on sour ces, references and music examples

None of Poisdl’s operas have ever been published. However in the last decade individual

M S scores from German archives have begun to appear online. Between 2000 and 2007 the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft and the Institut fir Musikwissenschaft at the University
of Cologne established a web-based archive of opera manuscripts from German libraries
under the title Das Oper nprojekt: Die Opern in Italien und Deutschland zwischen 1770 und
1830. This can be accessed online at <http://www.oper-um-1800.uni-koeln.de/>. It includes
scores of many Poissl operas. Unfortunately the websiteis still (October 2011) technically
unreliable, so in order to avoid frustration for the reader, weblinks to Das Opernprojekt
have not been included in footnotesto the main text. Instead, all manuscriptsincluded in
the archive are marked *also in Opernprojekt’ alongside their library shelfmarksin the
Appendix.

Other more reliable online resources are cited with weblinks in footnotes. The most
frequently cited of these, and the most potentially useful in the future, is the M inchener
Digitalisations-Zentrum (MDZ) which continues to upload Poissl material from the
Bayerische Staatsbibliothek in Munich, and can be searched. The weblinks givenin
footnotes here represent the items available in October 2011, but new material is being

added on aregular basis.

Themusical discussionsin thisthesis are illustrated by music examples created by the
author. These are mostly in the form of vocal score transcriptions. They do not give a
complete representation of the orchestral texture, but are sufficient to illustrate the point
under discussion. Similar principles apply to the sung text, where the German spelling and
punctuation have been modernised without comment. For those readers who would like to
study the original MS materid, the equivalent pages can be viewed as scanned images on
the accompanying CD, filed under the appropriate Figure number. So for example MS
images equivalent to Figure 12 can be found in the folder ‘Figure 12' onthe CD. Thisaso
applies to the longer music examplesin the Supplementary Volume. Scanned images of
Zayde and of the Frankfurt and Stuttgart scores of Athalia were not available, so there are
no MSimages for Figures 5, 60, 62, 64, 70, 76, 81, 99, 108, 120 and 124.

Finally, asystematic overview of al Poisdl’s operasis provided in the Appendix. Thisis
designed to supplement and support the discussions of the operasin Chapters 2, 4, 5 and 6.
Basic information is provided for each opera, including a dramatis personae, an act-by-act
plot synopsis indicating the positions of musical numbers, alist of published and MS

sources and asummary of known performances.
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INTRODUCTION

The second decade of the nineteenth century, the decade preceding the moment when
Weber's Der Freischiitz (Berlin, 1821) established the dominance of Romantic operain
Germany, witnessed the most successful yearsin the career of the Bavarian composer
Johann Nepomuk von Poissl (1783-1865). Poisd’ s biblical opera Athalia, premiered in
Munich in 1814, was praised in terms that anticipated the rapturous reception of Der
Freischiitz seven years later. It was held up as a paradigm for future German operas, and
together with some of Poisd’ s other works was performed by most of Germany’ s larger
theatres.!

Poissl completed eight operas between 1812 and 1820, as well as a major re-composition of
Nasolini’s Merope. Although two of his works remained unperformed he was, for this
period at least, one of the most productive and widely-discussed opera composersin
Germany. By contrast the years 1812-1820 saw no new operas from Poisd’ s close friend
Weber. The two German-language operas of another friend, Meyerbeer, were performed
within weeks of each other in 1812-1813,2 but Meyerbeer then pursued his career outside
Germany and in other languages, a fact lamented by both Poisd and Weber in their reviews
of his Italian opera Emma di Resburgo.3 The final version of Beethoven's Fidelio appeared
in 1814 and Spohr and Hoffmann both produced significant works in this period,* but Poissl
considerably exceeded al these better-remembered contemporariesin terms of productivity.
On this basis alone Poisd can claim our interest, as an experimenter in the laboratory of

German opera at a time when other major figures were silent.

However these years of Poisdl’s greatest prominence (Table 1) were aso particularly
significant ones for the devel opment of the art-form. In hiswritings and in the operas

themselves we see Poissl responding to two events which had a profound effect on German

1 After the Munich premiere Athalia was taken up by theatres in Stuttgart, Frankfurt,
Prague, Darmstadt, Berlin, Weimar, Karlsruhe and Mannheim. See Appendix section 6 for a
list of performances. Conspicuously absent from this list is Vienna, where none of Poisd’s
operas appear to have been performed, despite his efforts to promote them there. See
Poisd’slettersto Ignaz von Mosel in Briefe, pp. 90-91 (10 July 1820); 94-96 (9 February
1821); 98-100 (23 March 1821).

2 Jephtas Geltibde (Munich, 23 December 1812); Alimelek (Stuttgart, 6 January 1813).

3 Poisd, ‘Musikalischer Bericht aus Miinchen’ , Amz(W), 4 (1820), pp. 366-367, 374-376,
382-384, 398-400. SAmtliche Schriften von C.M. von Weber, ed. by Georg Kaiser (Leipzig:
Breitkopf & Hértel, 1921), pp. 305-310. See aso Carl Mariavon Weber, Writings on Music,
ed. by John Warrack, trand. by Martin Cooper (Cambridge: CUP, 1981), pp. 277-289.

4 Spohr: Faust (composed 1813) and Zemire und Azor (Frankfurt, 1819). Hoffmann: Aurora
(composed 1811-12) and Undine (Berlin, 1816).
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operatic culture. The first was the downfall of Napoleon (1813-1815), which intensified
callsfor anew German operato compete with the foreign works which dominated theatre
repertoires. The considerable success of Athalia among the German musical intelligentsia
must partly be read in this context. As Clive Brown has written, certain operas succeeded
“almost as much by the fact that, in the upsurge of patriotic fervour which followed the
defeat of Napoleon, the German public needed to acclaim great German art-works as by the
genuine admiration which they dlicited from a portion of their hearers’.5> Athalia, abiblical
parable of national liberation, was not merely the first major German operato reflect the
post-Napoleonic mood in its subject matter, but aso profited from this euphoria of

liberation. In 1814 critics and audiences saw in Athalia the emancipated German operathat

they hoped to see.
Opera Language Premiere City
Die Opernprobe German/Italian 23 February 1806 Munich
Antigonus German 12 February 1808 Munich
Ottaviano in Scilia Italian 1July 1812 Munich
Merope (Nasolini / Poissl) Italian 1 September 1812 Munich
Aucassin und Nicol ette German 28 May 1813 Munich
Athalia German 3June 1814 Munich
Der Wettkampf zu Olimpia, oder | German 21 April 1815 Munich
Die Freunde
Dir wie mir, oder Wiesichalle | German Comp.1816 Unperf.
betriigen
Nittetis German 29 June 1817 Darmstadt
Issipile German Comp. 1817/1818 Unperf.
La Rappresaglia Italian 7 April 1820 Munich
Die Prinzessin von Provence German 23 January 1825 Munich
Der Untersberg German 30 October 1829 Munich
Zayde German 9 November 1843 Munich

Table 1: Poisd’soperas

The other operatic watershed of the 1810s was the arrival of Rossini’s operas on German
stages. This development, from 1816 onwards, seemed to threaten what little progress
German opera had made in wooing the public, exacerbated an aready 1ong-running debate
about the relative merits of German and Italian opera, and crystallised the aesthetic
arguments on both sides. With Italian opera achieving unprecedented levels of popularity
German composers and critics were forced to identify exactly what it was that distinguished

the ideal German opera from its Rossinian competitors. The debate was particularly

5 Clive Brown, Louis Spohr, A critical biography (Cambridge: CUP, 1984), p. 206.
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vehement in Munich, Poisd’s home city and the first in Germany to experience the Rossini
craze. Poisd, at the height of his career, was uniquely well placed to intervene in this debate,
and did so in word and deed. The aesthetic discussions conducted by him and his
contemporaries went to the very heart of the relationship between music and drama, and still

resonate in operatic practice today.

It is perhaps best said at the outset that this thesis does not aim to rehabilitate Poissl as a
composer for today. As Chapter 2 makes clear, Poisd’s operas were closely concerned with
the specific political and cultural issues of his own day. These are often issues which would
mean little to a general audience two centurieslater. For example in the ‘magic opera Die
Prinzessin von Provence (1825) his music was merely one element in a celebratory public
event whose impact was largely visual, and whose purpose was the glorification of the
nation as embodied in its new National Theatre. The music served a similar function to, say,
the music at amodern Olympic opening ceremony. In its day Poisdl’s score served its
purpose well and the production proved very popular, but today the music inevitably loses
much of its meaning when divorced from avisual event and a cultural context that we can

no longer replicate.

For similar reasons it seems wise not to attempt absol ute val ue judgements about Poisd. His
own contemporaries criticised alack of origindity in his basic musical materials, and this
view has been shared by later commentators.® Anyone who spends much time with his
music will notice that his melodies, though praised by his contemporaries as singable and
‘Italianate’, tend to fall into very conventional, predictable forms. On the other hand Poissl
can show great skill when characterising a strong dramatic process. When discussing his
own music it is striking how often he claims to be proud of his Finales, those sections of the
operas most consistently led by the dramatic process.” So perhaps he recognised where his
own strengths lay. Nonethel ess, at a distance of 200 years, and removed from the operas’
original theatrical context, it seems not particularly useful to pronounce on whether Poisd

was a‘good’ or a‘bad’ composer.

What we can do is to examine Poissl’ s own stated aesthetic intentions and see to what extent
he did or did not realise them. Indeed this process, an attempt to understand Poissl’s musical

6 Amz, 15 (1813), p. 420, on Aucassin und Nicolette; AmZ, 32 (1830), pp. 63-64, on Der
Untersberg; Max Zenger, Geschichte der Miinchener Oper ed. by Theodor Kroyer (Munich:
Verlag fur Praktische Kunstwissenschaft, 1923), p. 132; John Warrack, German opera:
from the beginnings to Wagner (Cambridge: CUP, 2001), pp. 294-295.

7 Briefe, p. 21 (27 July 1813) on Athalia Act |; p. 24 (3 November 1813) on Athalia Act IlI;
p. 38 (10 October 1815) on Der Wettkampf zu Olimpia Act 11; p. 65 (1 July 1817) on Nittetis
Act I1.
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dramaturgy, is central to the present thesis. As noted above Poisd was an experimenter, for
instance in his attempt to reconcile opera seria plots with the musical and literary
sensibilities of early nineteenth-century Germany. The fact that his experiments ‘failed’ and
his Metastasian operas were among the last ever written does not reduce their audacity or
the possibility that his experience influenced others.The historiography of German opera has
suffered from a tendency to favour success and to concentrate on the ‘genius’ rather than the
mere ‘man of talent’. Thisis evident not least in some of the Poisdl literature reviewed in
Chapter 1. But with Poisdl, whose operas had only a very brief career on the stage, his
intentions are arguably at least as significant as his results, and hisfailures as interesting as
as his successes. Even the German writer Ludwig Schrott, author of a dissertation on Poissl
in the 1930s and no stranger to the cult of genius, recognised that Poisd’s ‘importance lies
partly in the fact that he established the limits of certain areas of opera and brought some
genres to a conclusion, enabling his fellow-toilers and successors to know the limits of the

possible.’8

The Poissl we seein his operasis also only one aspect of a complex personality, both as an
artist and as a public figure. Many of these other aspectsinvite further study. He was, for
instance, one of the few German composers before Wagner to write his own libretti. He was
atrandator, journalist and polemicist. He was Intendant of the Munich Court Theatre for
several years, and during his term of office was closely involved in the building of the
Odeon concert hall. As Intendant he introduced important reforms to the welfare and
pension arrangements of the theatre’ s employees. While in office he also helped to establish
a prototype of the modern royalty system for composers and authors. Later he was chairman

of the commission to found a conservatoire in Munich.

Despite these many enticing areas of potentia research, within the scope of this thesis the
main focus has to be on the content of Poisd’s operas themselves. Surprisingly, thisisthe
aspect least well addressed by the existing literature (Chapter 1). Two essential driving
forces behind Poisd’ s operas emerge once one investigates the material: the realisation of
certain aesthetic aspirations shared with other German composers, and the representation of

political and ideological ideasin operatic form.

Because political and cultural developmentsin Bavariaand Poisd’ s responses to them form

achronological framework for his whole career, these aspects are considered first, in

8 ‘Tatsachlich beruht die Bedeutung des Komponisten teilweise auch darin, dald er gewisse
Bereiche der Oper ausgeschritten, bestimmte Gattungen abgeschl ossen hat, so dal3 seinen
Mitstrebenden und Nachfolgern die Grenzen des M dglichen klar wurden.” Ludwig Schrott,
‘ Aus dem Ringen um die deutsche Oper: Ein Lebens- und Schaffensbild Johann Nepomuk
von Poissls’, in Die Musik, 32 (1940), p. 303.
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Chapter 2. Theideological aspect of Poisd’s art emerges from a study of the worksin their
immediate historical context. It has already been explored in articles by Bjoérn Kihnicke
(2007) on Athalia and by Markus Engelhardt (2004) on Der Wettkampf zu Olimpia (see
Chapter 1). However on closer inspection almost all of Poisd’s serious operas, written for a
theatre that declared itself to be of ‘the court and the nation’ [Hof- und Nationaltheater], can
be read as state-of -the-nation pieces, reflecting specific political and cultural issues. Poissl’s
allusions to contemporary issues range from the satirical squibs about international affairsin
Die Opernprobe through the coded critique of Bavaria s alliance with Napoleonin
Antigonus and Ottaviano in Scilia to the aimost propagandistic treatment of Bavaria's
Catholic restoration in Der Untersberg. Poissl did not create his operasin a political
vacuum, and while this aspect of hiswork is more elusive than the purely musical issues
which can be spelled out in words and notes, the cultural and political life of Bavariawas a

constantly present context for hisliterary and musical choices.

Chapter 3 examines Poisdl as an aesthetician and explores his position in the discourses that
surrounded German opera. A key text here isthe Erklarung [Declaration] which he
published in 1816 as aresponse to the arrival of Rossini’s operasin Munich. In it Poisd not
only attempted to clarify his own aesthetic position, but spoke by implication on behalf of
German operain general. This document has not been available to English-speaking readers
before,® so extended extracts are provided.10 An examination of this Erklarung alongside
other writings by Poissl and his contemporaries shows how he built his operatic aspirations
on certain fundamental concepts of early nineteenth-century aesthetics. Thesein turn gave
Poisd’s generation of composers a shared operatic terminology in which ‘dramatic truth’,
‘characterisation’” and the ‘total effect’, all ideas directly or indirectly invoked in the
Erklérung, were the most important aspirations. This underlying conceptua framework can
also be found in the writings of Mosel, Hoffmann, Spohr and (of most rel evance to Poissl)
Weber. Amongst other things, as Chapter 3 shows, these attitudes informed the German
critique of Italian opera which reached a particular polemical intensity in the debates

surrounding Rossini.

Poisdl’ s stated aspirations to ‘dramatic truth’, ‘ characterisation’ and the ‘total effect’ are the
key to his musical dramaturgy. His most successful demonstration of these principles can be
found in Athalia, and especialy in this opera’ s original 1814 version. A detailed study of
Athalia is presented in Chapter 5. It places this ideol ogically-charged work in its historical

9 The Erklarung appeared in the Miinchner Theater-Journal (MTJ), ajournal which was
published between 1814 and 1816 under the editorship of Carl Carl. The only extant copies
appear to bein Mbs, Lithogr. 173-1, Lithogr. 173-2, Lithogr.173-3, Bavar. 2596-1.

10 All tranglations are by the author, unless otherwise acknowledged.
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context alongside the downfall of Napoleon, afigure seen by Poisd as atyrant and a usurper
like the title character of the opera. It examines the choices made by Poisd and his librettist
in their adaptation of Racine’s Athalie, choices partly guided by the opera sideological
subtext. It reconstructs for the first time the dial ogue-based version in which the piece was
originally performed, demonstrating its stylistic originsin French opéra comique and its
specific debt to Méhul’ s biblical opera Joseph. Poisd’s pursuit of ‘dramatic truth’ is
explored in depth through his use of characteristic motifs and keys, different styles of vocal

declamation and other musical e ements.

Poisd’slater revision of Athalia isalso examined. It isargued that his changes, far from
making the work more effective, actually diluted or distorted many of the most effective
aspects of the original version, and may even have contributed to a cooling of public
enthusiasm towards the work. This has not prevented later musicology from classifying
Athalia, on the basis of this revised version, as a ‘through-composed’ opera, and indeed
much that was spoken in the first version of the piece was sung as recitative in the second.
However the term ‘through-composed’ is very problematic in this context, for reasons that
Chapter 5 makes clear. So within this thesis the term ‘ through-composed’ is generally used

in quotation marks, or replaced with the more neutral ‘ continuously sung’.

Within the scope of thisthesisit is not possible to treat all of Poissl’s operasin comparable
detail. However in order to put Athalia in the context of Poissl’s wider development, the
case study is preceded in Chapter 4 by shorter studies of three other works (Ottaviano in
Scilia, Merope and Aucassin und Nicol ette) written before Athalia, and followed in Chapter
6 by an account of aesthetic and dramaturgical issues in some of the later operas. This
chapter also touches on other promising areas for research, including Poisd’ s unusual status
as librettist of his own operas, his relationship with the public and the musical press, and

possible lines of influence between his works and the later operas of Weber.

In conclusion the thesis argues for anew view of Poisd as an important participant not only
in the history of German opera but also in the wider cultural and ideological history of his
time. It suggests that Poisd, ‘ one of the forgotten men of operatic history’,11 has been
unnoticed for so long partly because the received view of him has been distorted by false
assumptions and the cultural agendas of later times. Rather than identifying what Poisd
himself was aiming to do, posterity has taken a restrospective and often judgemental view,
ascribing aesthetic intentions to him which were not necessarily his. Poissl deserves a
scholarly approach which places him in the biographical, ideological and artistic reality of

his own time.

11 Warrack, German opera, p.288.



CHAPTER 1

POISSL AND HISREPUTATION: ALITERATURE
REVIEW

Before examining the literature on Poiss we should first ask why thereis so little of it.
Some of the answers liein his biography and personal characterigtics rather than in the
operas themselves.12 Others lie in assumptions and preoccupations which dominated
German musicology in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. If for along time
Poisd and his works remained almost invisible in the historiography of German opera, it
was partly because they did not fit a prevailing view of German operatic development. This
chapter will consider some of these general issues before reviewing the Poisdl literature
itself.

Negative personal perceptions of Poissl proved surprisingly durable in Munich, even long
after his death. Most of these originated in his tenure as Intendant of Munich’s Court
Theatre between 1824 and 1833. Poisdl failed to keep the theatre' s finances under control
and was eventually dismissed by King Ludwig | as ‘ not suitable for this post’.*® His
successor Karl Theodor von Kistner criticised him publicly, both at the time and later in his
memoirs.** Poissl struck back in pamphlet form,* but his reputation seems to have been
lastingly damaged in his home city and in the theatre that he led. Although Poissl presided
over akey moment in the Nationaltheater’ s history, namely its re-opening in 1825 after
destruction by fire, today (October 2011) his portrait does not hang alongside those of other

nineteenth-century Intendanten in the theatre' s foyer.

12 Modern summaries of Poisd’s life are given by Clive Brown (Grove, xx, pp. 3-4) and
Volkmar von Pechstaedt (MGG, Personenteil xiii, pp. 717-719). The Briefe provide awealth
of biographical material, both within the | etters themselves and in von Pechstaedt’s
annotations and appendices.

13¢]...] nicht zu dieser Stelle geeignet’. Ludwig | to Eduard von Schenk, 5 May 1832.
Briefwechsel zwischen Ludwig |. von Bayern und Eduard von Schenk 1823-1842, ed. by
Max Spindler (Munich: Parcus, 1930), p. 227.

14 Karl Theodor von K istner, Vierunddreissig Jahre meiner Theaterleitung (Leipzig:
Brockhaus, 1853), pp. 98-99. The King's views are preserved in aletter: ‘ In financial and
artistic terms and in terms of audience satisfaction it is going badly, badly and badly. High
time therewas achange.’ [*In finanzieller, in artistischer, in des Publicums befriedigender
Hinsicht geht es schlecht, schlecht und schlecht. Hohe Zeit, dal3 Aenderung eintrete.’]
Ludwig I, Briefwechsel Ludwig | / Schenk, p. 238 (7 November 1832).

15 Anon [Johann Nepomuk von Poissl], Beleuchtung eines Artikelsin Nro. 64 des heurigen
Jahrganges der "Leipziger Theater-Chronik" (Munich: Jaguet, 1834).
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Poisd aso made influential enemies among the ensemble of the Isartor-Theater, the smaller
of Munich’stwo state theatres. Before his appointment he had publicly but anonymously
urged the closure of this theatre.' In the end it was dissolved under his Intendanzin 1825,
as part of a cost-cutting exercise by the new King Ludwig I. In the 1850s two Isartor actors
who had subsequently gained fame in Viennawrote books which gave unflattering personal

portraits of Poissl and blamed him for their expulsion from Munich.”

August Lewald, an influential music journalist and also aformer member of the Isartor
ensemble, published a highly critical account of Poissl’s theatre regime as witnessed in
1832. Lewald admitted that Munich audiences had liked Poissl’ s opera Die Prinzessin von
Provence but was scathing about his cantata Vergangenheit und Zukunft (1832) and
claimed that he had left the theatre in aterrible state on his dismissal.™®

Compounding the reputational damage done by hisfailure as Intendant, Poissl took what
posterity has deemed to be the ‘wrong’ side in the Lola Montez affair of 1846-1848.
Montez, the manipulative mistress of King Ludwig I, was shunned by most of Munich
society. However aminority including Poisd continued to associate with her. In this he may
have acted out of a commendable personal loyalty to Ludwig, but as recently as 1995 his
behaviour has been described as that of a‘chancer and a careerist’.™ His good relations with
Montez certainly appeared to ease his way to a re-appointment as Hoftheaterintendant in
January 1848. However Poissl’s good fortune was not to last. Ludwig abdicated in March of
the same year, and Poisd found himself not only out of office but also on alist of state

officials proscribed by the new King.

Poisd’s own personality may also have contributed to this negative reputation. Although the

young man encountered by Weber and Meyerbeer had considerable charm and atalent for

16 Anon [Johann Nepomuk von Poissl], Ideen tiber zweckmassige Leitung eines deutschen
Hoftheaters, nebst einem Anhang zur Beantwortung der Frage: Ist der Fortbestand des
Theaters am I sarthor der Kunst in Miinchen niitzlich oder schadlich? (Munich:
Fleischmann, 1820).

17 Franz Gammerler, Theater-Director Carl, sein Leben und sein Wirken (Vienna
Wallishausser, 1854), pp. 26-27; Adolf Bauerle, Director Carl. Roman und Wirklichkeit
(Pest, Vienna, Leipzig: Hartleben, 1856), I, pp. 271-279.

18 August Lewald, ‘ Das Theater zu Miinchen’, in Gesammelte Schriften (Leipzig:
Brockhaus, 1844), 1V, pp. 334-361. The article was written and first published in 1835.

19 Ludwig I. und Lola Montez: der Briefwechsel, ed. by Reinhold Rauh and Bruce Seymour
(Munich: 1995), p. 44. The editors describe Montez' svisitors, including Poisd, as
‘Glucksritter und Karrieristen'. See aso Ludwig Schrott, Biedermeier in Miinchen:
Dokumente einer schopferischen Zeit (Munich: Stiddeutscher Verlag, 1963), p. 385.

20 Schrott, Biedermeier, p. 390. Montez' s patronage cannot have been the only factor in
Poisdl’ s appointment, since the AmZ was already announcing it in July 1846, three months
before Montez' s arrival in Munich. AmZ, 48 (1846), p. 510.
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making friends,* aless attractive, more arrogant side of his character is glimpsed in aletter
of Franz Danzi, Poisd’ steacher. In 1813 Danzi, now living in Karlsruhe, heard of the
failure of Poissl’s Aucassin und Nicolette in Munich:
They say Poisd’ s latest opera has had no success; apparently there are alot of old
acquaintancesin it, particularly in the forms. Isit true that he has become so
conceited and is alwaysthefirst to praise his own music?—If so | am sorry for him,
because that is precisely the way not to get anywhere.”
Poisd aso seemsto have had a strong streak of self-pity and atendency in the less
successful phases of hislifeto blame hisfailures on the machinations of others. When his
comic opera Dir wie mir failed to reach the stage in 1816 because of a dispute between its
librettist and the Munich theatre management, he ascribed this to a persona vendetta by the
Intendant, Karl August Delamotte:
Herr Delamotte always welcomes an opportunity to hurt me by the application of
pressure, and he would soon find another excuse to do so even if he didn’t have this
one; obviously I am bound to be defeated when a part of my lifeis subject to this
man’s arbitrary exercise of power.®
Personal antipathies aroused by Poisd in hislifetime would be unimportant if they had not
continued to affect his reputation decades after his death and coloured later musicol ogical
literature. A prominent example of thisis Max Zenger’s early twentieth-century history of
the Munich opera. Zenger’ sbook isauseful (if not faultless) source of factual information,
and ill the standard history of the Munich operain the nineteenth century. For this reason
it has asignificant influence on historical perceptions. Poisd is shown as an absurdly self-
satisfied figure. His operas are dismissively treated and it is suggested that as Intendant he
promoted his own works at the expense of other, better-qualified Munich composers. To

illustrate Poissl’ sinflated opinion of his own worth as a composer, Zenger retails an

21 The young Poisdl is described as ‘ witty and cheerful’ [‘ geistreich und heiter’] in Max
Mariavon Weber, Carl Maria von Weber: Ein Lebensbild (Leipzig: Keil, 1864), I, p. 274.
Meyerbeer’ s diary describes Poissl on their first meeting as a ‘likeable young man’ [‘ein
liebenswirdiger junger Mann’']. Giacomo Meyerbeer: Briefwechsel und Tagebticher, ed. by
Heinz Becker (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1960), I, p. 167.

22 ' PaiRel’ s neueste Oper soll kein Gliick gemacht haben; es sollen viele alte Bekannte
darinne seyn, besonders in den Formen. Ist eswar [sic], dal3 er so eingebildet geworden, und
seine Musik immer zuerst lobt? Es sollte mir leid um ihn thun; denn da wére er gerade auf
dem Wege nichts zu werden.” Franz Danz: Briefwechsel, ed. by Volkmar von Pechstaedt
(Tutzing: Schneider, 1997), p. 156.

23 ‘Eine Gelegenheit mir wehe zu thun kann Herrn Delamotte bey seiner Druk- und
Handlungs-Weise nur willkommen seyn, und er wirde, hétte er diese Ausrede nicht, um
eine andre wenig verlegen seyn, so dald es mir klar vor Augen liegt dal3 ich nothwendig
unterliegen muf3, wenn ein Theil meiner Existenz in die Willkihr dieses Mannes gegeben
ist.” Briefe, p.60 (19 November 1816).
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anecdote he heard from an old Munich musician in the middle of the nineteenth century, in

which Poiss appears to rate his own work higher than Mozart’s Don Giovanni.?*

In thisway Poisd’simage, especialy in Munich, became that of a second-rate figure of
little musical interest. However there were also more fundamental reasons for his neglect,
and these lay in the preoccupations and prejudices of post-Wagnerian musicology. Many
German musicologists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw the
Wagnerian Musikdrama as the supreme and historically inevitable musical achievement of
the Romantic era. In areflection of Wagner’s own attitude to his predecessors, composers
of the generation before him were accorded a value based on their perceived contribution to
the Musikdrama. As Carl Dahlhaus wrote, ‘to the possessive retrospective |ook, history
appears as pre-history’.”® The search for influences and antecedentsis of course perfectly
legitimate, and there are features of the Musikdrama which can clearly be traced back to the
operatic music of Weber, Poissl and their generation. Indeed, the whole theoretical
foundation of Wagner’sworksis heavily indebted to the aesthetic discourses of the early
nineteenth century. Poisdl’ s position in these is explored in Chapter 3. But German
musicology after Wagner was subject to a distorting form of hindsight. Much of this
distortion sprang from a cult of genius tinged with German nationalism. Individual figures
such as Weber were given a heroic status which obscured the view to their less favoured
contemporaries, and non-German influences were ignored, understated or treated with

suspicion.

For along time this approach prevented an objective understanding even of Weber
himself,® and |eft little hope for a serious investigation of ‘lesser’ composers. In the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries Poisd’ s name lived on mostly in the footnotes of

24 Zenger, p. 132. Thetruth of the anecdote is questionable, and not just because of the
unreliability of old musicians' tales. It shares a suspicious number of features with Spohr’s
anecdote in which the Grand Duke of Darmstadt declares a preference for Athalia over Don
Giovanni. See Louis Spohr’s Autobiography: Translated from the German, transl. unknown
(London: Longman, Green et a., 1865), p.221. Max Maria von Weber also recycled this
material, claiming that it was G. J. Vogler who preferred Athalia to Don Giovanni. See
‘Reminiscences of C. M. von Weber and Rossini’, in The Musical Times, 17, (1876), p. 423.
Thisversionis particularly suspect as Vogler died before Athalia’ sfirst performance.

25 * Geschichte erscheint dem besitzergreifenden Blick zurtick als Vorgeschichte’ . Carl
Dahlhaus, ‘ Die Kategorie des Charakteristischen in der Asthetik des 19. Jahrhunderts’, in
Die“ Couleur locale”’ in der Oper des 19. Jahrhunderts, ed. by Heinz Becker (Regensburg:
Bosse, 1976), p. 21.

26 See for example Ludwig Finscher, ‘Weber’' s "Freischiitz": Conceptions and
Misconceptions', in Proceedings of the Royal Musical Association, 110 (1983-1984), pp.
79-90. Finscher describes Der Freischitz as ‘an admirable piece of work buried slowly
under an ever-growing mass of literary and critical interpretations with overtones of politics,
nationalism, romanticism and the idea of operatransformed into philosophical drama’ (p.
90).
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writings about his more famous friend. If he and other less prominent figures were discussed
a al it wasin simplistic proto-Wagnerian categories. Thus Reipschldger in 1911 and
Schiedermaier in 1940,27 both looking through the prism of the Musikdrama, emphasised
the importance of ‘through-composition’ in Poisd’s oeuvre even though only two of his

eleven German operas were originally through-composed.?®

Even if one leaves aside hisworks, Poissl’ s life and career did not fit the retrospectively-
invented model of the independent, heroic nineteenth-century composer, amodel typified by
Weber in the operatic sphere and Beethoven in the symphonic. Poisd was an aristocrat in a
largely middle-class profession, a status which even in hislifetime made for a problematic
reception. When Louis Spohr, a man of republican sympathies, heard Athalia in Darmstadt
in 1816, his dislike of the piece seemsto have been intensified by the fact that he saw the
patronage of one aristocrat, the Grand Duke of Hessen, being bestowed on another, Poissl:
The Grand-Duke, who considers the music of this operavery fine, perhaps merely,
because it was written by a Baron, had the vexation to find that the public
considered it very wearisome, which was even loudly expressed close to the box of
the Grand-Duke.?®
Poisd’s later dealings with Spohr suggest that he was aware of his hostility. Writing to him
in 1825 Poiss emphasised his own * honestly-earned’ reputation as a composer, asif to
deflect charges of dilettantism.30 A fear that as an aristocrat he would automatically be
considered a dilettante may also account for the defensive arrogance which, as noted above,

we meet in Poisd’ s comments on his own work.

Another way in which Poissl’ s biography does not conform to type is that he never had a
performing career. Thiswas also partly due to his aristocratic status. It is unclear to what
extent he possessed performing skills as an instrumentalist or conductor, but he seemsto
have regarded the professional performing of music, and in particular the concert tours
which were an important source of income for the likes of Weber and Spohr, as
incompatible with his eminence in the Bavarian hierarchy. He was acutely aware of the
financial disadvantage that thisimposed on him. In one of his many begging letters to King

Max | Joseph he states that he cannot make money by *travelling around with concerts and

27 Erich Reipschlager, Schubaur, Danz und Poissl als Opernkomponisten. Ein Beitrag

zur Entwi ckel ungsgeschichte der deutschen Oper auf Miinchener Boden (Berlin: Wegner,
1911); Ludwig Schiedermair, Die deutsche Oper: Grundzige ihres Werdens und Wesens,
2nd edn (Berlin: Dummler, 1940).

28 Antigonus and Zayde are the only German operas not to have included dialogue in their
original versions, and even Antigonusis not a clear-cut case. Its score has not survived. The
printed libretto, which has the heading * Recitativ’ over some passages of connecting verse
but not others, could imply that some text was spoken. See Appendix, section 2.

29 Louis Spohr’ s Autobiography, pp. 222-223.

30 Briefe, p. 135 (7" October 1825).
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benefit performances, [...] because the necessary steps are not compatible with the honour of

Your Majesty’s court’.**

This limitation on Poisd’s own career may have affected the careers of hisworks as well.
Edward Dent, in his 1937-38 lectures on the rise of Romantic opera, suggests that Weber's
status as a Romantic pioneer has been exaggerated partly because his performing career
promoted a widespread awareness of his compositions.* Dent exaggerates for polemical
effect, but thereisagrain of truthin what he says. A composer of Poisd’s and Weber’s
generation who could tour with performances of his own works was thereby able to promote

awider hearing of them, and this option was not open to Poissl.

The fact that Poisd was not a professional performer could be seen as denying him that
artistic independence which was later considered the hallmark of the nineteenth-century
composer. It could also be seen as an anachronism that he remained closely wedded to the
court theatre system. This closeness came partly out of financial necessity. In the absence of
aperforming career, and after the financial failure of hisfamily estates, Poisd was | eft
dependent on ex gratia payments from the King when his operas were performed in
Munich. His only prospect of aregular income was to be appointed to a senior position with
the status of Intendant in one of Bavaria s national musical institutions. This wish was not
granted until 1823

Poisd was also tied to the court (i.e. state-subsidised) theatre system by more than just
personal need. He seems to have had a genuine belief in the ability of a court theatre to
deliver artistic excellence. In a pamphlet published in 1820 he identified the court theatre as
the type best equipped to fulfil the moral and educational purpose that for him was
fundamental to al art:
If the refinement of taste and the education of morals, in combination with
respectable entertainment, is the chief goa of institutes of dramatic art in generd,
then the achievement of this goal should be pursued all the more by court theatres.

Much must be demanded of them because of their status, but also much can be
demanded of them because of their resources.34

31 ‘Daich auf Reisen durch Konzerte oder Benefice-V orstellungen nichts gewinnen kann,
weil die néthigen Schritte nicht mit der Ehre des Hofes Eurer Koniglichen M g estaet
vertraglich sind[...]". Briefe, p. 77 (27th July 1818).

32 Edward J. Dent, The Rise of Romantic Opera, ed. by Winton Dean (Cambridge: CUP,
1976), p. 161.

33 Poisdl’ s appointments between 1823 and 1833 were: 2™ Court Music Intendant, 30
September 1823; Court Thegtre Intendant (provisionally), 1 May 1824; Court Music
Intendant, 7 June 1825; Court Theatre Intendant (confirmed), 23 April 1827; dismissed as
Court Theatre Intendant (but remained as Court Music Intendant), 28 February 1833.

34 “Wenn Veredlung des Geschmacks und Bildung der Sitten, verbunden mit ansténdiger
Unterhaltung, der Hauptzweck einer dramatischen Kunstanstalt schonim Allgemeinen ist,
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The ethos of the court theatre |eft a strong imprint on the works themselves. In the operas
we see repeated assertions of monarchical authority as well as representations of the
political issues facing the Bavarian state and its royal house. Thisideological content is
discussed in more detail in Chapter 2, but it isworth remembering as we consider Poisd’s
operas that most of them were written for an eighteenth-century auditorium (Figure 1)
whose very architecture, with its hierarchical tiers and centrally-placed royal box, expressed

the centrality of King and court within the nation.3%

Figure 1: The Cuvilliés-Theater today, formerly the Hof- und Nationaltheater
(photograph © Bayerische SchlGsser verwaltung)

None of thisfits neatly into later views of what a German composer should have been doing
in the early Romantic era. Also, as a composer who seems to have written Italian and
German music with equal relish and who in 1816 even applied to become Intendant of

Munich’s Italian opera,® Poissl was not going to fit the simplistic nationalism of post-

so mui3 dieser Zweck um so mehr von Hoftheatern zu erreichen gesucht werden, weil von
ihnen, schon ihrer Stellung wegen, viel gefordert werden muf3, ihrer Mittel wegen aber auch
viel gefordert werden darf.” Anon [Poisdl], Ideen, pp. 5-6.

35 Die Opernprobe, Antigonus, Ottaviano in Scilia, Merope, Aucassin und Nicolette,
Athalia, Der Wettkampf zu Olimpia, and La Rappresaglia were all first performed here.

36 Letter to Montgelas, 6 September 1816. Briefe p. 59.
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Wagnerian musicology. Of course the opposition between the German and Italian aesthetic
was areal feature of the operatic debate in the early nineteenth century, and for reasons
examined in Chapter 3 this opposition was of particular importance in Poiss’s Munich.
Poiss was clearly on the German side of these debates. However in post-Wagnerian
writings this phenomenon gave rise to what Stephen C. Meyer has called a‘* mythology of
conflict’ which over-simplified the aesthetic and personal issuesinvolved, for instancein
relation to Weber’ s dealings with Morlacchi in Dresden.®” Poissl’ s relationship with Italian
operais much too complex and full of nuance to be described in black-and-white terms. It is
misleading, for instance, for Ludwig Schiedermair to describe him simply asa
counterweight to Italian tendencies in Munich.®® His sympathy for certain Italian operatic
models (later even occasionally for Rossini) is clear simply from reading his writings on the
subject. It is also obvious from an acquaintance with his works. Quite apart from the fact
that he composed a complete Italian opera as late as 1820,39 his own contemporaries noted
with approval the ‘ Italianate’ nature of hisvocal lines, even in his German operas. This
included Weber, writing about Athalia for his Prague audience:
His distinctive quality [...] is atype of melody which isvery close to an attractive
Italian cantabile, and which apart from its suppleness also has the virtue of being
very singable, with that suitability for the voice which German composers are so
often accused of neglecting.*
At the high point of his career, after the premieres of Athalia and Der Wettkampf zu
Olimpia, Poiss even hoped to go to Italy and write works for the carnival season.#! This
never happened for lack of funds, but in Munich itself his proven ability to write Italian
music for specific singersled to Italian commissions throughout his career. He re-wrote
Nasolini’s Merope in 1812, made an adaptation of Pilotti’s Antenore for the tenor Antonio
Brizzi in 1815 and composed numerous arias over the years for insertion into Italian operas,
most of them after 1814 when Athalia had already made him a standard-bearer of the new
German opera. In this equidistance between the German and Italian camps Poisdl failsto fit

into the simplistic narratives of later musicology.

37 Stephen C. Meyer, Carl Maria von Weber and the Search for a German Opera
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), p. 159.

38 Schiedermair, p. 139.

39 La Rappresaglia.

40 ‘Rein eigenttimlich ist ihm[...] eine sich sehr zu italienischer Gesanglieblichkeit
hinnneigende M el odieform, die neben ihrer Weichheit noch das Verdienst einer grof3en
Singbarkeit und das gewisse K ehlgerechte hat, dessen V ernachl&ssigung man so oft
deutschen Komponisten zum Vorwurf machen will.” Weber, Sdmtliche Schriften, p. 270.
See aso Carl Mariavon Weber, Writings on Music, ed. by John Warrack, trand. by Martin
Cooper (Cambridge: CUP, 1981), p. 185.

41 |etter to King Max Joseph, 5 August 1815. Briefe, pp. 33-34.
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The nationalist tendency of post-Wagnerian writing also made it blind to French influences

on German opera. Aslate as 1997 Michael Fend was appealing for a historiography

untainted by anti-French bias:
[...] the relationship between opéra comique and German Romantic operawas a
politically loaded one from the start, and a systematic investigation of this
relationship would have to be made on several levels. Firstly it would need to
reconstruct the relevant historiography, since historical representations were
overshadowed until well into the 20™ Century by emphasis on an opposition
between France and Germany, and on an autonomously devel oped German
Romantic opera.*?

Anideological bias of this kind would have tended to exclude Poisd. He actually wrote a

German-language opéra comique, Aucassin und Nicolette, to alibretto already set by

Grétry. His Athalia, hailed in the wake of Napoleon’s defeat as ‘ purely German’, is

profoundly indebted to French models, in particular to Méhul’ s Joseph.

Fortunately a more recent generation of scholars has taken a very different approach to this
area of operatic history. Although none of them has yet tackled Poisd directly, they
explicitly reject the post-Wagnerian view in their studies of Poissl’s contemporaries.
Michad C. Tusa, at the outset of his monograph on Weber’ s Euryanthe, emphasises that it
is ‘not devoted to the question of elucidating Euryanthe as one important stepping stone
along the path to Wagner, a point of view that has dominated the historiography of early
nineteenth-century Geman operain genera’. Rather it aims for ‘ athorough understanding of

this opera on more or lessits own terms’.*®

Wolfram Boder takes asimilar line with the operas of Spohr, rejecting a historical tendency
to treat them as ‘more or less failed antecedents of Wagner’, in particular in relation to
Spohr’ s use of reminiscence motifs:

What islacking is an investigation of the phenomenon in Spohr’swork inits

specific dramaturgical context within the operas. So the approach needsto beto a
certain extent hermeneutic, partly in order to avoid regarding the phenomenon in

42 * Das Verhdtnis zwischen Opéra comique und deutscher romantischer Oper war darum
seit ihren Anfangen politisch belastet, und eine systematische Untersuchung dieses
Verhatnisses misste auf mehreren Ebenen erfolgen. Sie miisste zum einen dessen
Historiographie rekonstruieren, denn bis weit in das 20. Jahrhundert sind historische
Darstellungen von der Akzentuierung eines Gegensatzes zwischen Frankreich und
Deutschland, und einer unabhéngig entwickelten deutschen romantischen Oper
Uberschattet.” Michael Fend,'"Es versteht sich von selbst, dal3 ich von der Oper spreche, die
der Deutsche und Franzose will...": zum Verhdtnis von Opéra comique und deutscher
romantischer Oper’, in Die Opéra comique und ihr Einflufd auf das européische
Musiktheater im 19. Jahrhundert, ed. by Herbert Schneider and Nicole Wild (Hildesheim:
Olms, 1997), p. 299.

43 Michadl C. Tusa, Euryanthe and Carl Maria von Weber’ s dramaturgy of German opera
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1991), pp. 2-3.
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Spohr from the outset as a preliminary stage to Wagner, and thus obscuring the
view of its own distinctive qualities.#*
These words could equally well apply to Poisdl, as could Boder’s ‘decoding’ of the
ideological content of Spohr’s operas. Spohr was a man of republican sympathies, Poisd a
monarchist. But with both composers, and in Poissl’ s case particularly in Athalia, we can
see ideol ogical messages being expressed not only in the libretti of their operas but asoin
their musical dramaturgy (Chapter 5).

Reiner Nagel€' s study of Peter von Lindpaintner laments the musicological disparagement
of ‘minor’ operatic composers. He attributes these attitudes to an influentia but unhel pful
aspect of nineteenth-century German thought, the distinction between the *genius’ and the

mere ‘ man of talent’:

Instead of conjuring up a metaphysics of music, we should demonstrate the
historical conditions which led to the creation of the work; we should investigate
the concrete reality of the composer; and not least we should take alook at the
scores. [...] The aim of this approach to the works is not val uation — major masters
here, minor masters there — but comprehension, in particular since the
disqualification of ‘minor masters’ isfrequently unhistorical, derived simply from
their posthumous reception history.*

It is perhaps Stephen C. Meyer’ s study of Weber which best summarises this moreinclusive

musicologica approach:

In stressing the connections between national ideology and the history of musical
style[...] we must be careful not to reduce the critical and compositional impulse
toward a“new German Opera’ to asingle voice. Carl Mariavon Weber [...] may
have been the most influential composer behind thisimpulse, but he was certainly
not the only one. Louis Spohr, Johann Nepomuk von Poisd, E. T. A. Hoffmann,
Franz Schubert, and other composers made important contributions to German

44 ‘Was hingegen fehlt, ist die Untersuchung des Phéanomens bei Spohr in seinem
spezifischen, dramaturgischen Kontext innerhalb der Opern. Insofern soll also ein
gewissermal3en hermeneutischer Ansatz verfolgt werden, auch um zu vermeiden, dass das
Phanomen bei Spohr von vornherein als Vorstufe Wagners betrachtet wird und so der Blick
auf seine Eigenheiten verstellt wird.” Wolfram Boder, Die Kasseler Opern Louis Spohrs:
Musikdramaturgie im sozialen Kontext, 2 vols (Kassel: Bérenreiter, 2007), I, p. 103.

45 ‘ Statt eine Metaphysik der Musik zu beschworen, gilt es, die historischen Bedingungen
aufzuzeigen, die das Entstehen der Werke forderten, gilt es, den konkreten
kompositorischen Alltag zu befragen und nicht zuletzt einen Blick in die Partituren zu
werfen: nicht, um nach Spuren “innerer NGtigung” oder aul3eren Zwangs zu fahnden,
sondern um die Wirkungsmechanismen der kompositorischen Strukturen und ihre
Geschichtlichkeit aufzuzeigen. Nicht Bewerten ist Ziel einer solchen Werkbetrachtung — hie
Grol3-, dort Kleinmeister -, sondern Verstehen, zumal gerade die Disqualifizierung als
“Kleinmeister” vielfach unhistorisch ist, geurteilt allein aus Kenntnis der posthumen
Rezeptionsgeschichte.” Reiner Nagele, Peter Joseph von Lindpaintner: sein Leben, sein
Werk. Ein Beitrag zur Typologie des KapelImeistersim 19. Jahrhundert (Tutzing:
Schneider, 1993), p. 18.
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operaduring this period, and their works by no means always manifested the same
aesthetic principles.46
In other words the German operatic debates of Poisd’ stime were large, complex and full of
individual nuances. We will never understand the whole conversation unless we listen to all
the voices, including ones such as Poissl’ s which have been misunderstood or even

excluded from the historical narrative.

If we turn to the literature that is specifically about Poisdl, the clearest view of what Négele
would call the *concrete reality’ of hislife can befound in apair of short biographical
studies from his own time. These were written by personal acquaintances and so can be
regarded aslargely reliable on matters of fact. They date from the mid-1830s, when all but
one of Poissl’ s operas had been composed, and so are also able to provide an overview of
most of his career from a contemporary perspective. Adolph von Schaden’ s sketch of Poisd,
included in akind of Who's Who of Munich’sleading artistic figures,*” does not explore the
compositionsin any depth but provides considerable biographical detail — more than any
other known source from Poisd’ s lifetime — and alist of musical worksin all genres. Ina
foreword (p. vii) Schaden states that his subjects generally wrote or drafted their entries
themselves, so apart from its biographical reliability thisis an important source for Poisd’s

own account of his artistic influences and education.

Gustav Schilling's encyclopedia entry on Poisdl, written around the same time, is signed
‘Dr. Sch.’, which identifiesit as by Schilling himself, not by one of his many contributors.48
Heis highly sympathetic to Poisd as a composer, atheatre manager and aman. Like
Schaden he provides a biographical account, but there is amuch greater emphasis on the
music itself. The accounts of Poisd’s operas are perceptive and not uncritical. He singles
out Athalia as the summit of Poisd’s achievement but suggests that his next two operas, Der
Wettkampf zu Olimpia and Nittetis, failed to achieve the same level of artistic unity. He
reports the huge success of Die Prinzessin von Provence in Munich but credits this partly to

the vocal qualities of the soprano Clara Metzger-V espermann.

The unflattering portraits of Poisd in co