June 10, 1887,

A WAGNER OPERA,

I will confess to a good deal of surprise at finding that the
ISt lmpression of an opera of Wagner's was of simplicity rather
thaﬁ“ of complexity and incomprehensibility.  The method by
Which certain effects were produced seemed to me (who am no
mus‘c‘an) to be infinitely complicated and involved, but the
®ffects themselves to be incapable of being misunderstood.

agner treats music as the native language of the emotions,
30d the mind has not to translate in order that the emotional
Side of the nature may be able to comprehend. The com-
?I?ts?; s idea is conveyed directly and unmistakeably, and the
c Cllect finds itself only apprized secondarily of the sigaili-
ance of the impressions received.
u The ordinary listener is helpless when he endeavours to
Nderstand or explain the reason why he is affected thusand
na‘:s» but none the less does he feel that the chords of his
Senltl're are roused one by one to vibrate in unison with the
'ment of the music. The gamut of the emotions is run
théough, and love, despair, awe, anger a‘nd fear in turn reign in
ludisoul when the composer wills it. Kven the sense of the
Crous is at times irresistibly present—as in Die Meistersinger,
€Te a smile is seen on every face in the audience at one or
0 comical passages, although but very few understand the
®fman words that are being sung.
31t the case that there is a natural correspondence between
and(:lhfferent emotions and certain definite musical intervalg,
seem at Wagngr has understood this better than others? This,
Sionss to be_ an inevitable conclusion, unless indeed the impres-
feelin()f which I write are merely fancied, and the appropriate
8S are read into the music by some dexterous and evasive
nat?]rall brocess. The human voice in emphatic conversation
inve ally regulates itself to certain intervals which have been
Stigated and found to be approximately invariable, and one
able treQ‘{Ently tell, even when at such a distance as to be un-
is N d‘SCQm words, what emotion is animating a speake.r.
ti()nsnot unlikely, then, that arrangement of notes and transi-
teso ChOrds may more or less nearly represent emotional
adjyp, and this apart from time and zimbre, WhIC'h‘ a_re.obylgusly
cOnc1§t§ of music in the expression of feelings. This individual
i S1on is infinitely strengthened when one finds the same

YVisrtand Impressions excited in an entire audience apparently
fang, e of the music alone, and it seems incredible that some
SUC universal self-deception should be at the base of it.
hyp, “i'OuFd therefore put it (still from the standpoint of a
Mg l‘Stffner) that Wagner has found in a singular way the
(so to of making music the vehicle of t'h‘e emotions, ar_ld ha}s
Tespectspeak) made it more of an intelligible language in this
Wy, Beethoven rises to greater intellectual heights, but
it w%)‘:ﬁr plays more directly and variously on the feelings;
g o then. seem that the latter can be cox_nprehendcd
f(’"nermy':d with much less of a musical education than the

W. H. B.

BALZAC,

F
tiongr “Wdents of French at the University pleasant recollec-
by 5 38 Of a great and fascinating romance-writer, will hardly
’epresz €0ed by the name of Balzac. Until recently, he was
Work Bted on the course of French prescribed for Honour
elahOrYta volume of selections, consisting mainly of long ard
" llg(? € deseriptions, singularly repellent in character.
Whic nlle G{andet,” the work now on the curriculum, is a novel
l’eaders Critics agree in calling perfect, and which most
W gee nd Unutterably depressing. The volume opens with
a tof an old and dilapidated house, which fills pages
2n extrages’ and reads like the architect’s specifications. In
% from another novel, which was inserted in the
8 selections previously named, it is a battered coat-
,}‘Clentiﬁc at takes the author’s fancy. He treats it in similar
Py under;;shlon, scattering his heraldic terms without stint.
£ an o 8m :-nd. and appreciate, a smattering, or perhaps_ more
Ormey Gasa tering, of heraldry is indispensable, just as in the
Tencl, ¢ the {eader must be first archite®, and then student
a Jeet ¢, 18 18 Balzac’s mode of procedure, whatever be

technic I at he undertakes to describe ; every third word is
trm. I have somewhere scen that u certain
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I'rench arocat placed “ César Birotteau” among his professional
text-books, ag an authoritv upon the law of bankruptey.

But Balzac’s great reputation as & writer is based upon more
than professional lore and ‘scientific accuracy. Mr. Leslie
Stephen is not an avocas nor an architect, but he, too, acknow-
ledges Balzae a8 a writer of text-books, text-books upon human
nature, and on his shelf of such text-books finds him a place
beside Shakespeare. The volume of extracts formerly used at
the University was not caleulated to impress the reader with
this view of Balzac’s achievement. Wealth of words, not
portrayal of character, seemed to have been the principle of se-
lection adopted by Mr. Van Lann. And, indeed, no selection
ot fragments, nothing but a complete novel could completely
express Dalzac’s supreme literary virtue, development of cha-
racter. And no single novel could give an adequate idea of
his other distinctive excellence, variety of type. Only those
devoted students who have laboured through the fifty-five
volumes, which constitute Balzac’s title-deeds to fame, know
how much he has observed, and how well.

The example of some eminent authorities would lead me to
mention Balzac’s exactness and truth of detail as his most
important quality. But the instinct of truth refuses to sanc-
tion such a statement. There is no question about his exact-
ness. ‘The most casual reader will acknowledge that char-
acteristic of Balzac’s mind.  But we are not all heralds,
architects, «vocats. ‘To the unprofessional reader such exact-
ness is always fatiguing. It is often more than fatiguing, it is
dull; and duliness is emphatically not a virtue for a story-
teller. We should not forget that Balzac’s claim to rank as an
artistic writer depends solely upon stories, and from the days
of Demodocus to this present age—the age of Mr. Robert
Louis Stevenson—it has been held by the majority that a story
cannot be a good story unless it be an interesting one. Un-
fortunately for Balzac, he constantly forgot to be nteresting.
There is not one of his longer stories that does not drag at
some stage in the action, owing to his fatal propensity for in-
terminable description or display of learning. ¢ Le Pire
Goriot,” an acknowledged masterpiece, contains a famous
account of a cheap boarding-house, the scene of Pere Goriot’s
sufferings. Considered simply as a picture, the description is
perfect. T'he elaboration of every detail produces a wonder-
ful impression of reality. You see the hideous furniture and
decorations, you feel the horrible presence of the mistress of
the house and of her no less horrible cat. But the process
proves an exhausting one for the reader. The mind demands
rest and relaxation before proceeding further and entering
upon what is really the main business of the book, the people
and their sayings and doings. Then, when the conclusion is
reached, on a mental review of the story, the vision that comes
up unbidden before the mind’s eye is probably this very scene
of Madame Marncffe, her cat, her dining room and her dinners.
Surely this excess of local colour is a blemish on Balzac’s work.
Local colour ought to be a mere accessory, a background to the
characters, and a true artist would keep it properly subordinate,
A good example of artistic treatment of the mise-en-scine is
found in Prosper Merimdée’s novelette “Carmen.” At every
stage in the action the surroundings are altered, not capriciously,
but with evident intention to make the locality suggest the
event, thus fulfiliing the true function of local colour. Now
imagine what Balzac would have made of this exquisite story.
He would bave overloaded it with minute description, until the
tragic significance of the plot was lost in the multiplicity of
landscape.

In ¢ César Birotteau ” that same bankruptcy episode is in-
sufferably wearisome from the very exactness of the professional
details. The marvel is, how Balzac himself ever struggled
through his self imposed task of writing down such dry techni-
calities. The explanation, no doubt, is to be found in Balzac’s
systcmatic economy of everything hut money. Early in life
he had been engaged in a business speculation, which failed
and left him a bankrupt. It is likely that he himself at this
time went through all. the annoying experiences which he
assigns to the poor merchant, César Birotteau. In this way
he had heen supplied with the necessary information, and
rather than let it go to utter waste ’he inserted it in this novel.
Such a thrifty proceeding is a credit to Balzac, the man of busi-
ness, (with whom, however, we have no concern) but scarcely
a merit in Balzac the creative artist,

In many of the shorter Scizes the story is ohviously of



