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Goethe and Mozart – the Problem of Opera (1991)1 

 

 

[112] On a particular occasion, I once listened to a performance of the Magic Flute in 

Dresden shortly after the Second World War.  Dresden at the time lay completely in ashes 

and rubble.  I was professor at the University of Leipzig and after the war was elected Rector 

of the university.  I, thus, had to travel often to Dresden.  Once I travelled with the mayor and 

together we heard the Magic Flute.  The performance took place in a gymnasium.  

Everything else was destroyed.  What was not destroyed, however, was the excellent musical 

culture of the Dresden Opera, which is associated with the names of such famous conductors 

as Fritz Busch and Karl Böhm.  It had withstood the regime as well as the bombs and the 

tragedy of Dresden.  It was a rare experience for me, like a prelude to the rebuilding of a 

devastated world and a hope for the culture of humanity.  I realised there that there was also a 

sequel to the Magic Flute by Goethe, with which I had to occupy myself immediately.  I had 

no particular interest in the libretto of Mozart’s opera.  When I was twelve, a very impressive 

German teacher once told us: ‘well, the Magic Flute is nothing but sung nonsense’.  In 

hearing this performance, it seemed different to me, like a message full of sense.  It was 
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vocally and instrumentally a masterful performance, which simply did not attempt to compete 

with the great machines and the art of lighting of the Baroque Age.  There was in fact only 

the podium of the gymnasium, the orchestra at its foot, and the female and male singers on 

the podium.  Nevertheless, for me, this performance surpassed all the performances of the 

Magic Flute I had seen previously.  Mozart’s music, our own imagination, and a shattered 

sensibility were stronger than the technological culture of our epoch with its means of 

illusion.  Thus, I found myself faced with the question of how music manages to 

communicate a sense on its own and to produce images without the help of stage props so 

that nothing was missed.  I had before my eyes the most beautiful images of fairy tales, the 

most beautiful trial by fire and yet I did nothing other than listen to the music and the voices.   

What is opera? First, it was an attempt to salvage and transfer Greek tragedy [113] 

into the modern Christian and humanistic world and breathe new life into it.  This is how 

Monteverdi opened up a new realm with his monodic style of musical art.  From Italian opera 

there developed what we call opera culture in its many branches.  In the wake of the lectures 

we have heard here in the previous weeks, it became very clear how this culture of opera 

unfolded from the constant need for celebration of the Baroque age and the courts, continuing 

into the nineteenth century under the conditions of the competition among the bourgeois.   

In this history, Mozart occupies an exceptional position as culmination and at the 

same time as transition.  I would like to remember my late friend Thrasyboulos Georgiades, 

who used the expression ‘musical theatre’.  According to Georgiades, Mozart was the first to 

produce the specifically musical theatre and reached his own culmination within it.  

Certainly, he prepared the opera’s later development as well as the musical drama.  However, 

his form of musical theatre has remained something unsurpassable.  It was something we, 

young people in the age of the youth movement, indeed we, who otherwise despised opera, 

always excluded from our negative judgement.  Mozart was not just opera.  He was more.  



His theatre was no longer the mere play of musical pieces of the Italian opera theatre, this 

succession of recitatives, arias, and choruses.  It was no longer entirely arranged around the 

art of listening as it was obviously the case in the great opera houses of the eighteenth 

century.  (At that time, the curtain of the Loge was first opened when the famous singer sang 

his aria and then was closed again).  Certainly, when we open the libretto of the Magic Flute 

we find that it is also divided into musical pieces.  Indeed, after the success of the Magic 

Flute in the Vienna Vorstadttheater, Mozart reports that several encores of individual musical 

pieces were demanded! Yet, no one will want to claim that this public, which rejoiced at 

various musical pieces, understood the meaning of the plot as we understand the plot of a 

play since then.   

I would like to reflect upon the meaning of the plot of the Magic Flute and take 

recourse to Goethe’s eyes for this purpose.  He wrote and published a sequel to the Magic 

Flute, even though it only remained a fragment.  What happens in both the Schikaneder’s 

opera plot2 and then in Goethe’s script is certainly not drama.  Nevertheless, there is an 

essential difference between the libretto of Schikaneder, the experienced poet of the theatre, 

and Goethe’s sequel.  This is manifested in their success.  Goethe did not complete his effort.  

He did not succeed in finding a composer for the script he had prepared.  No one dared to 

engage in a competition with Mozart.  Or did [114] they perhaps feel something of the 

linguistic excess contained in Goethe’s poetic words which elude music? Goethe may have 

wanted to write a libretto but could he subordinate the poet in him to this task?  

 
2 Translators’ note: English translation: Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus, The Magic Flute, an 

opera in two acts after the libretto of Schikaneder and Giesecke, trans. W. H. Auden and 

Chester Kallman.  New York: Random House, 1956. 

 



What is a libretto in comparison to a pure poetic text?  The former is just a script for 

music and receives its sense through music, and the latter is a text which fulfils its task on its 

own as poetry.  Here I would like to insert a remark about semantics.  The word ‘poetry’ 

[Dichtung] in fact means ‘dictation’ [Diktat]’.  It is derived from dicere [‘to say’], from 

dictare [‘to say by repeating’, ‘to dictate’], and this means that, through it, something is laid 

down in an inviolable manner, in which nothing is to be altered, neither syllable nor tone.  

This is why lyric poems cannot be translated into foreign languages, as we all know.  We can 

only have adaptations which are more or less fine.  However, when the translators are true 

poets then the adaptations are original works of their own by the poet who did the adaptation.  

If it has to lay a claim to poetry the linguistic tone of a poetic creation must come from the 

linguistic tone of the mother tongue.  When Hölderlin undertook to translate Sophocles, 

poetry was created, but it was a work of Hölderlin and hardly a work of Sophocles.   

The language we all speak gains in the act of speaking something like a living 

presence.  This living presence, however, receives its existence only as poetic language.  

Otherwise, while speaking we are always beyond the linguistic tone with what we want to 

communicate to others and what they communicate to us.  How does language itself come to 

gain a ‘lived body’ in poetic language and acquire its own weight?  This is a theme that 

concerns philosophers first and foremost because it has to do with hermeneutics.  In the 

poetic word the meaningfulness of words and the tonal music of language are so tightly 

joined together that whosoever wishes to have the poem must have the unity of the two.  We 

must hear the music of language and at the same time also re-effectuate the meanings and the 

discursive sense of the whole.  A libretto, by contrast, is not intended to be perceived in the 

same way as language.  We re-effectuate its sense only in hearing the music which is sung 

and played.  The librettos are indeed texts which await a musical scoring, that is to say, await 

the fulfilment of their task which comes from beyond themselves.  Certainly, the texts of 



Greek tragedy also awaited their performance on the stage and this too took place with the 

medium of music.  However, in opera the distribution of the weights between the art of words 

and the art of music is still something completely different from Greek tragedy.  In his 

posthumous work on naming and sounding, Georgiades undertook an analysis of both 

aspects, the naming power of word and the sounding of language.  In particular, he 

investigated how [115] both work together in the art of music3.  These are difficult questions 

and they always require further investigations, especially in the case of Schikaneder, Mozart, 

and Goethe, where such different problems are intertwined.   

What has obviously become so typical of modern music is its peculiar laws of reprise, 

the ever-new variations of resumption or inversion, by virtue of which classical 

compositional technique incorporates everything individual into a great unitary structure.  

This is naturally true for opera as well and indeed the powers of reprise have always been at 

play in songs.  These laws of reprise are also significant for the form of the text which is 

meant as the basis for the music.  In Shakespeare a character, a fate, and a plot, which 

compels us to involve ourselves in it with a shiver, is conjured up in words.  In its time, it did 

not really need the scenery work on the stage, any more than what I encountered in the Magic 

Flute at the gymnasium in Dresden.  In the opera, and totally in the case of the Magic Flute, 

the plot determines the form only through vague connections.  Psychology is futile, if one is 

looking everywhere for the clear and illuminating motivations which bring the actors to sing 

their arias and melodies, their duet responses or to join in the ensemble.  Just the level of 

understanding of the text in any normal performance must have been incomparably lower 

 
3 Thrasyboulos Georgiades, Nennen und Erklingen: die Zeit als Logos [Naming and 
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than, for example, in the Shakespearean theatre or otherwise in dramatic theatre.  The opera 

and its libretto are based upon entirely different principles of composition than character 

drama.  Psychological motivation and the form of participation in the action it leads to are 

simply not the only unifying principle of theatre.  Even ancient tragedy with its play of 

masks, which is averse to psychology, warns us against expecting everything from mentally 

participating in the motivations for the action instead of yielding to the new interpretation of 

the myth known to all.  Even ancient comedy works with typical motifs, such as kinship, 

mistaken identity, role-reversal, and with character types, which live on in opera buffa.   

In this regard, there is definitely a certain analogy between ancient theatre and opera 

with its sequence of musical pieces.  We must remind ourselves of the great tradition of 

rhetoric and its capacity to attain preconceived goals and to awaken emotions through the art 

of speaking.  This also becomes the task of opera: not so much to make a pre-configured plot 

in the libretto believable as to use it [116] in order to lead the affects and passions as such, 

which move us, human beings, towards a compelling presence and effect.  In dramatic theatre 

other laws are in place.  So much so that even Calderon’s plays, for example, are determined 

by the formal principles of rhetoric.  Yet, in Shakespeare the drama has to develop from the 

characters who play the persons appearing in the plot.  Here it is not so much about the 

emotions which erupt in the events of the plot as it is about the being of these people, their 

character, which will become their fate.  A character is a habitus which expresses itself in all 

emotions, a hexis [‘disposition’], a self-sustaining identity, which manifests itself in the 

changing pathēmata, in the passions.  The actor in Shakespeare’s drama is a creator of 

persons, who can certainly no longer don a rigid mask.  By contrast, what makes up the 

formal laws of the opera are the pathēmata, the passions, which are assigned to a role and 

shaped through the music.  This is why the aria in the opera has a privileged place and is not 

– like most of the monologue in drama – a kind of interplay.  It became the mastery of 



Mozart to lend the conventional forms of opera so much inner musical coherence that the 

different musical pieces harmonise into a unified spiritual event through Mozart’s art of the 

ensemble.  We miss what Mozart does if we look for character developments where the joy 

of acting on the stage is sovereign.  We will see how, for instance, the role of Sarastro misled 

psychologists.   

In the Magic Flute we are dealing with a play based on a fairy tale.  The plot with its 

peculiar abundance of contrasts, which was praised by Goethe precisely because of these 

contrasts, is a magical farce belonging to popular genre.  Yet, it is elevated to highly spiritual 

spheres – right up to the initiation of a noble couple into the temple of wisdom – although in 

a contrasted manner through the popular element.  I would like to show later how Goethe in 

his own fragmentary work further developed this libretto authored by Schikaneder in 

collaboration with Mozart.  We must, first, look at the text of the classical opera by Mozart.   

The Mozart researcher Otto Jahn, a significant classical philologist around the middle 

of the nineteenth century, claimed to be able to prove on extrinsic grounds, which we do want 

to repeat once more here, that the libretto of the Magic Flute shows a break in the sense that a 

complete change in the programme occurs between the first and the second act.  This clever 

and naturally very well worked out proof found recognition everywhere at the time.  This 

proof corresponded to a tendency of the philology of that time to see everywhere in texts 

layers of writing, late editing, and montages, as one can indeed often discover them in the 

screenplays for the theatre but also in the writings of late antiquity.  He thus took for granted 

that even Shickaneder’s libretto was put together by these means.  Today we [117] have 



moved away from that supposition, which was dominant at the time.  I myself cast doubt on 

this supposition in my own essay in 1947 on the Magic Flute4.   

As we know, the plot begins with the young son of a count, Tamino, getting lost 

during a hunt, pursued by a snake, and rescued by three ladies, who kill the snake.  It turns 

out that the one who protected him is the Queen of the Night.  Although I have never 

encountered it in any of the interpretations of the performance so far, it seems to me that what 

appears as the saviour in mythical form is the irruption of the night itself and that the three 

ladies with their silver arrows are the first glimmers of the stars, who notify the beleaguered 

of the saving cover of the night.  I could imagine that this could also be implemented in the 

setting: by darkening the stage to let the first stars appear and finally the whole starry 

heavens.  (The staging by Johannes Schaaf in Salzburg came impressively close to this when 

he makes the Queen of the Night appear in an almost glistening moonlight). 

The plot is in fact a succession of implausibilities.  In the first act, the Queen of the 

Night appears as a woman embittered by a foreign countervailing power.  Her adversary 

Sarastro has kidnapped her daughter Pamina.  However, the evil kidnapper appears later as 

Pamina’s noble fatherly protector.  He is the guide of the initiates into the temple of wisdom.  

This change in the assessment of Sarastro within the plot provoked the most peculiar 

constructions from the side of the interpreters.  Sarastro is rendered as the rejected suitor of 
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Writings’, in Literature and Philosophy in Dialogue: Essays in German Literary Theory, ed. 

Dennis Schmidt, trans. Robert Paslick.  Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 

1994, pp. 31-66]. 



Pamina, who finally mellows in resignation and introduces the young couple into his secret 

circle of initiates.  Pamina, from another perspective, is interpreted as a young woman 

fighting for her freedom but who is hindered precisely by this evil Sarastro, and his 

‘protection’, from attaining the real liberation proper to womankind from the pressures of the 

masculine world and ultimately she backs down. 

How are we supposed to resolve the contradictions of the libretto?  It is after all a play 

based on a fairy tale.  The logic of the fairy tale is transformation.  We have here some easily 

understandable transformations which seem to overlap with each other.  In the middle of the 

plot it becomes clear that the Queen of the Night had some sort of inheritance dispute with 

the dying king of the solar world.  She wanted to rule over the whole world whereas the king 

through his last will had handed over his daughter and the dominion over the solar world, the 

‘solar circle’, to Sarastro and his friends.  Thus, it was not a kidnapping after all, but the 

execution of a will. 

[118] It is more doubtful whether there lurks still another motive behind Sarastro’s 

‘kidnapping’, namely that he was hoping to win Pamina’s love.  When he failed in it, he 

seems to give up voluntarily.  There is a passage in the libretto, which allows for such an 

interpretation (‘To love I will not force you’).  The librettist and the composer were certainly 

not interested in depicting the processes of maturation in individual persons.  What 

constitutes the actual thread of the plot are rather the levels of love itself.  It is the story of 

human passions.  Thus, at the beginning stands motherly love and the elemental love of the 

daughter for her mother.  Then, we have the depiction of the transformation and reversal of 

Pamina as well as of Tamino.  Both have their eyes opened, so to speak, and it is the budding 

love between the two which is introduced with the famous portrait aria at the beginning and 

is eventually completed with the trial and the acceptance into the circle of the initiated.  

Levels of love, awakening of love, transformation of the world through the knowledge of 



how to be loved.  Obviously, it is by the means proper to a fairy tale that this logic presents 

itself.  Finally, we understand the trial of silence as the preparation for the tasks of a man in 

society and we admire Pamina’s unerring loyalty as proof of the morally binding force of 

love, which leads to the founding of the family.  We will see that Goethe developed precisely 

this point further.   

Just as all fairy tales speak a hidden language of wisdom in the plenitude of their 

implausibilities, so is it the case with the Magic Flute.  If we follow the plot which unfolds 

not really in an artful manner but in a manner appropriate to theatre, we can see how signs are 

placed for the love story between the two individuals or, better, for the story of love.  We can 

see how the young maiden initially is still entirely given to an elemental longing for the 

mother.  She is obviously not yet really enlightened by the transformative sparks of love.  But 

when this happens, everything suddenly appears in a new light.  Sarastro, the representative 

of the spiritual order in opposition to the elemental bond to the mother, now appears in his 

protective and guiding role, and in a superior stature.  He will lead the lovers through all their 

trials and elevate them into the circle of the initiated.   

What the trials of the young couple means is that elementary inclination must be 

elevated to a moral bond.  This is how we can understand Pamina’s scene with the dagger 

and the final overcoming of what is merely elemental in the preparation for death.  Pamina is 

tested as to whether she has resolved that it is preferable not to live than to be separated from 

the one she loves.  This should not just happen in fairy tales.  The same is true of the trials of 

Tamino, in which manly resoluteness must prove itself as the power of maintaining the state.   

[119] Goethe developed a new phase in this progressive path of love as presented in 

the Magic Flute.  In his sequel too, the Queen of the Night appears as one of the founding 

powers in the spiritual experiential realm of humanity: on the one hand, the obscure with its 

secret, its danger, and its richness and, on the other hand, the radiance of thought and spirit 



incarnated in Sarastro.  Goethe wanted to let these two powers manifest themselves again in 

their conflict at the moment the family begins its existence.  The Queen of the Night wants to 

kidnap the child issued from marriage.  Although the child remains in his parent’s care, he is 

enclosed in a box which cannot be opened.  The box must be constantly moved so that the 

child remains alive.  ‘So long as you move, the child lives’.  Now truly, every new living 

being who suddenly becomes the focal point of the worry and care of the parents is a secret 

closed in itself.  The infant closed in on itself like a plant is an entirely new, different concern 

as what stirs to and fro in the swings of love between the two lovers.  ‘So long as you move, 

the child lives’.  Goethe depicts how, at the end of a long battle between darkness and light, 

the elemental power, which holds sway over human nature, ascends towards a new freedom 

in the wonder of language and the exchange of words.  The child overcomes all distance with 

the first exchange of words with the parents and rises up to a new distant realm.  In the end, 

there arises out of the obscurity of natural being the opening of spirit, similar to how in 

Goethe’s Faust II Euphorion flies towards heaven. 

Now, a new struggle emerges.  Once again, the beloved child is separated in the steps 

of love from the loving parents.  This is how, in rough outline, Goethe develops the plot 

further.  Once again, the essence of the trials become clear in Goethe’s invention when 

Sarastro himself is put to a new trial.  To live is to be tested.  This is what Goethe understood 

as the essential point of Schikaneder’s libretto.  He read it and developed it further as a poet.  

This further development certainly shows anew the difference between poet and librettist, 

between the art of words and the art of sounds, and the difference between the muses.   

In order to make this clear, I set side by side for comparison two passages from 

Mozart’s Magic Flute and Goethe’s sequel.  In Schikaneder’s libretto one finds what Goethe 

had adopted in this own way.  They are the knights, who are assembled as guards for the 

imprisoned Pamina and whom Goethe in his sequel makes guard the box with the child of 



Pamina and Tamino.  By focusing on this adoption of a motif, I would once again like to 

illustrate concretely the difference between the text of a libretto and a poetic text.  We know 

the verses of the two knights: ‘those who walk on this road full of grievances / will become 

pure through fire, water, air, and earth.  / If they can overcome the terror of death, [120] they 

will leap from the earth toward heaven.  / Enlightened, they will then be in a position to 

devote themselves fully to the mysteries of Isis’.  Doubtless, these are completely fine verses 

but for which it is hardly a concern to convince purely poetically.  Schikaneder’s verses are 

only supposed to hint at the fact that now the unfriendly world is warded off and love 

triumphs over the opposite world of night and darkness.  In Goethe, the whole thing is played 

a generation later and the knights converse in the following way: ‘is it day? / Perhaps it is / 

Does the night come? / Here it is.  / Time passes.  / How so? / Does the hour sound? / For us, 

never’.  So runs the two-way conversation of these knights.  In this, these demonic figures 

realise that they, who have been excluded from human life, cannot expect and hope for 

anything from time.  The knights continue: ‘In vain do you exert / yourself so much up there.  

/ Human beings running, escaping / Before them the fleeting goal.  / They pull and tear in 

vain / At the curtain hanging heavily over the secret of life / Over days and nights’. 

These verses are replete with resonance and meaning.  For the guards below, it is a 

secret: the alternating of day and night, the secret of life in its volatile inconstancy and its 

continuity through being awake and sleeping, and perhaps – as the deepest secret – between 

life and death.  Goethe hints at all of this and all of this has become resonance in these verses.  

He thus raises to a new awareness that which lies in the mythical struggle of the Magic Flute 

between the Queen of the Night and the solar realm.  ‘They pull and tear in vain at the 

curtain… of life …’ The way this vergebens [‘in vain’] stands in the verse and returns in its 

rhyming word [des Lebens] does not say anything, but really shows something.  The pulling 

and tearing in their futility – in the eyes of the timeless guards – is concretely there.  This is 



poetry: not only something is meant, but also that which is meant is there in its enactment – it 

shows itself.   

Goethe could not simply poetise in such a way that something is only meant.  That is 

why music has no place here where it could fuse with the word tones.  For that, we would 

need to have violent reformulations, as those which Schubert provides for Goethe’s poems 

and seldom are they instances of an inner fusion of poetic language with musical language.  

That music can do what poetry alone cannot does not exclude the fact that even music is 

denied expression where poetry unveils its own power.   

My return today to Mozart’s Magic Flute and Goethe’s sequel in this year dedicated 

to Mozart may complete my older work of 1947/49.  I have come to learn from newer 

discussions on this work, not least by being present once again at a masterful production of 

the Magic Flute on the occasion of this year’s Salzburg festival.  What draws [121] us always 

back to this opera? Certainly, what directly contributed to its worldwide success through the 

centuries is the fact that this opera was in congruence with the way people thought of 

humanity in a century which proclaimed itself as the century of the commoners.  In this 

sense, it could mean something that without any psychological motivation the great love duet 

of the Magic Flute is not put in the mouth of the lovers, but in the mouth of those who are 

unequal, Pamina and Papageno: one is a soul awakening to love and the other a carnal man of 

nature.  The soaring flight of the main plot is brought back to nature.  Yet, this grand song 

can be heard at both levels: ‘man and woman and woman and man / strive towards the 

divine’. 

 

 

 

 

 


