
THE LEITMOTIF

I chose this topic because I would like to examine in depth something concerning music.

When, during the analysis of Penelope, the teacher spoke about the leitmotif, that I have already heard about classical music or modern musicals, I was intrigued and so I wanted to understand the relationship between the leitmotif in music and the leitmotif in literature, its function and meaning.

I started my investigation speaking about what leitmotif is in music, what is its function in a composition. As a consequence I linked the matter to Wagner’s music because he was the first musician that used leitmotif on a large scale in his operas. Finally, I focused my attention on literature, in particular on what the meaning of the leitmotif in this field is, why it is used and what the analogies and differences between music and literature are. 

At the end of my work I have focused on two writer we have studied in class: Virginia Woolf and James Joyce. 
In music…

The leitmotif in music is a recurring musical phrase associated with a particular person, place or idea. Speaking about etymology, it literally means “leading motif” or “guiding motif”. It defines the smallest structural unit possessing thematic identity and it could be combined with other themes to suggest a new dramatic condition or development. It is not necessary a melody, but it could be a particular rhythm or a chord progression. Leitmotifs can help to link a work together into a coherent whole and also enable the composer to narrate a story without the use of words or to add another level to an already present story.

The technique is specifically associated with the operas of Richard Wagner, in particular with Der Ring Des Nibelungen, the mythical cycle of four operas, where the composer uses a lot of leitmotifs, often related to specific characters, things, or situations. While some of these leitmotifs occur in only one of the operas, many of theme are repeated during the entire cycle. He experimented this technique because he wanted to find a way to connect disparate elements: the Ring is a very complex opera, so it couldn’t be easily represented. The motif arouses to the object that must be recalled. 

After Wagner, the leitmotif was used in music by different musician such as Strauss, Debussy, Schoenberg. Recently it is frequently used for the soundtrack of the movies (simplified under the name of theme)

In literature...

The use of interior monologue in many modern novels is the narrative equivalent of the musical technique used by Wagner which develops, intensifies and establishes complex inter-relationships.

The leitmotif is the translation of the inner themes of the soul, the linking motives (guide to the essential) that include different and deep meanings like an invisible orchestra that maintain the inner sense of the interior action or thought. It is based on reminiscence: there are different basis themes repeated that are opposed, completed, transformed, separated and brought back together again each other, as filaments of a weaving. It adds richness, depth and immediacy to what the reader gets from character and plot. The leitmotif has the function of establishes connections and references during different recurring symbolic moments and of plumb the depths of the absence of a logical sense of small rhythmic phrases (as in Penelope’s monologues by Joyce for example) trying to understand that the containing (signifier, the expression of the inner emotion) is more important that the contained (signified, the word itself).

In interior monologue, the leitmotifs are usually irregulars, frequently having no meaning out of context. Their shortness means that they can easily be recalled to the mind of the reader when he finds them; the associations are programmatic, since a leitmotif must refer to something beyond the tones or words which it contains. The leitmotifs give also a rhythm to the monologue or to the narration creating crescendo, diminuendo, accelerando and rallentando of metaphors, metonymies, different figures of speech as only music (the phonetical level) can do. It decreases the tension created by the uninterrupted flow of thought and it personifies an idea dived in different fragments. It creates allusion, reinforces a conceptual meaning but first of all it is to say that a poem, or even a novel, is musical because it allows the intensification of the feeling by repetitions, the unification of the various parts of the composition and the relation of the various parts to the whole. It must make an emotional impact, and, as Wagner does, his continual transformation of existing motifs into new ones, it creates a sense of progressive emotional and psychological development.

James Joyce…

Ulysses not only contains a lot of musical allusions(quotation of traditional songs for example), but also illustrates the different uses that Joyce made of music to develop the style, characterization, mood, structure, and themes of his novel.
One aspect of Joyce's application of musical form to Ulysses is his use of repeated phrases to indicate particular characters or plot issues, a technique borrowed from the operas of Richard Wagner. 

James Joyce himself said that the chapter “Sirens” was inspired by die Meistersinger von Nǘrberg by Richard Wagner.

In Joyce, the leitmotif is strictly connected to the Epiphany too. Concerning music, it represents also a way to the inner part of the person, it shows a transformation, a manifestation in the character and the sudden spiritual revelation of the core of something. It has a revealing value, recalling a theme appearing and disappearing over and over again, creating a sense of constant presence and absence at the same time. So he used this technique not only to link the parts together but to gather, carry and deposit meanings (a myriad metamorphoses of symbol).

Joyce experimented leitmotifs in the Dubliners and they are particularly important and used in Ulysses (more complicated: allusion, quotation, single images or charged words as “yes” in Penelope’s monologue) and in A Portrait of a Artist as a Young Man (where the reader finds the themes of tea, water, hat, soap, potato…). In reading, people must notice everything, forgetting nothing, to try to understand something of the text.

Virginia Woolf…

Virginia Woolf uses the leitmotiv too. She likes the music of Richard Wagner very much, she listened to The Ring Tetralogy and she went to Bayreuth to listen to Parsifal that, for the musician’s will, could be executed only in that theater. In The Cruise, she recalls that opera. In her work she puts the idea of Wagner, that are the contradictions that live together with harmony, structurally near each other and linked by narration: good and evil, love and death, purification and injustice. 

In Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf used the non-linear time that could be compared with surfing on the Internet where we can jump from place to place in a non-linear way. Despite its apparent discontinuity, Mrs. Dalloway has a pattern provided by several factors: unity of character, unity of time (everything takes place in one day and is centered on Clarissa's party) and the leitmotif: the sound image of Big Ben followed by the sentence "the leaden circles dissolved in the air", for example. The repetition of the statement emphasizes its significance to the thematic progression of the novel.

