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April 30, 2010

Professor Deborah Burton

Composition and Theory, School of Music

College of Fine Arts, Boston University

Dear Professor Burton:

I apologize for being so late in writing with formal thanks for your wonderfully generous contribution in teaching, this past February 18th, a 90-minute class on Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde to the students in my Comparative Literature class CAS XL320 “Death in Venice.” The immense importance of Wagner’s music to Thomas Mann, and the specific relevance of Mann’s Wagner-inspired story “Tristan” to his novella “Death in Venice,” meant that I knew my students needed some acquaintance with this opera in order to make sense of our readings. But the limitations of my own ability to guide their listening were awkwardly clear to me. The challenge was greater because these students were mostly freshmen, mostly lacking any background in opera or indeed any form of “classical” music at all. 

The class session you put together to meet this tall order was exemplary. I was struck by how thoroughly you had prepared, right down to small touches like having the students make name signs so that you could call on them. The context-establishing example from Meyerbeer throwing into relief Wagner’s innovations was vividly effective; your handout with bullet points, images, and apt quotations pulled the class session together and gave students’ memories an anchor to which we all referred later on; and best of all, your many examples at the piano allowed students to hear what Wagner’s score “does” musically (and does not do) far better than any verbal description alone could have. Just as exceptional was the fact that you had yourself read the Mann story very carefully, and that you made a point of drawing the connections between Wagner’s work, Wagner’s biography, and Mann’s tale rather than assuming that your remit was the music alone and leaving the rest to the students’ initiative. You also accomplished that difficult feat of encouraging students to contribute to discussion and yet managing the time so well that we ended right on schedule with a firm sense of conclusion. That’s an art unto itself.
As I wrote you the subsequent week, the students were uniformly enthusiastic about the class you gave them and unanimous in their assessment that it had greatly enriched their reading of our Mann texts. One student confessed, with others nodding agreement, that before your lesson (and despite my exhortations) he had merely skimmed over the celebrated and utterly pivotal passages in Mann’s “Tristan” evoking passages of Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde – “seemed like just some description of music” – but now felt he understood much better what the power of this music really was and with what fascinating skill Mann had reflected it in words.
I’m hugely grateful and, as you know, hope to ask you to work the same magic the next time I offer this course.
Yours sincerely,

William Waters

Chair, CAS Modern Languages and Comparative Literature

Associate Professor of German and Comparative Literature

cc: Martin Amlin, Richard Cornell, Robert Dodson
