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Rethinking the Tristan Chord

— The Relationship between its Ambiguity and Chromaticism in Wagner’s Tristan ——

Takayuki INADA

This thesis deals with the Tristan chord which characterizes the sound of Tristan und Isolde (1857-59) by

Richard Wagner (1813—-83). It aims to reconsider the chord’s dramatic function by analyzing the relationship
between word and music. The following six points were confirmed after consideration:
1) The Tristan chord's position is originally ambiguous in terms of functional harmony, so the symbolic
content of the drama enacted to its sound is also ambiguous. 2) It is the instrumentation method and the
accumulation of 4ths which most characterizes the sound of instances of the Tristan chord. 3) The chromatic
steps of the two “longing-motives” are closely related to the ambiguity of Tristan chords. Consequently, it is
most important for the drama of Tristan that the Tristan chords as warp and the chromatic progression as woof
knit the textures of music.

4) However, there are two types of Tristan chord in the drama. Their harmonic functionality changes
depending on whether the “longing-motive B”, a chromatic stepwise descent, is involved or not. In other
words, the functionality of the 4 tones that comprise the Tristan chord changes, becoming harmonic or non-
harmonic according to whether or not chromatic progression is involved.

5) As I have pointed out elsewhere, the fact that the relation between constitutional notes of each chord and
text words is important for Wagner's dramatic and expressive means. It is considered that Wagner gives subtle
nuances to the words depending on which constituent tone — the root note, the third, the fifth, or the seventh
— is applied to each stressed syllable. In Tristan’s drama, when the sung melody takes a nonharmonic note, it
suggests that the characters themselves express negative emotions such as endurance, hesitation, or rejection
with respect to the verbal content they sing.

6) The textures around Tristan chords involve an innovation in rhythmic method. The long-short, short-
long rhythm of “longing-motive B” relates closely to the Tristan chord and indeed the whole of Tristan’s
drama. If you miss this rhythmic method, you also miss the position and meanings of the uppermost tone, G#,
in the Tristan chord.

In addition, this paper clarified the relationship between the Tristan chord and the “dozing-motive”, which
is melodic material based on the constituent tones of its chord, and the relationship between the drama and
musical development of the “dozing-motive”. It is also argued that in considering Wagner's Musikdrama

creation it is important for us to understand that this music is associated with his reception of Beethoven.
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