
In the original opera, Lord Ruthven, the eponymous blood-sucker, has not been sucking his fair share of blood. The 
other vampires in his coven gather at the witches' dance to charge him with taking three virgins by the end of the third 
day, or he will perish as a mortal. Tragedy ensues in the local village until the vampire is vanquished. 
 
In the updated version, Ruthven becomes Lord Collins while the story is turned on its head with a tightened plot and 
cast and a fresh take on the traditional vampire tale that turns potential female victims into vampire killers. 
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Marschner's Der Vampyr  (Background and Review) 
by Daniel Gregory Mason 
(From The Art of Music: The Opera, 1916) 
 
Five years after the year of Euryanthe and Jessonda, in 1828, there appeared Der Vampyr, the first really successful 
work of the third member of the group of German romanticists, Heinrich Marschner. Marschner was a younger man 
than either Weber or Spohr (he was born in 1795 at Zittau in Saxony). Weber, who eight years before had produced 
Marschner's earlier attempt, Aubigné, in Dresden, was already in his grave, though Spohr continued his operatic 
activity to within a decade and a half of the end of Marschner's long life (1861). No less than four other works 
preceded 'The Vampire,' three of which remained unperformed. Not till this work did Marschner strike his own peculiar 
vein. The chief characters of his three operas are of the same cast — the demon in human form — whose underworld 
nature will not permit him to acquire human virtues. Dr. Bie indulges in an interesting fancy, drawing an analogy with 
Marschner's own life and character and this favorite duality of his figures. 'He suffered from his own nature — his 
love, his official position, his principles, his works — and fate continued to work toward his salvation. Musical and 
tuneful as he is, we cannot view him as a sympathetic figure, he is clearsighted without being great, and diligent 
without being amiable, a German song and chorus singer who does not overwhelm us with his humanity.' 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Marschner's brother-in-law, W. A. Wohlbrück, wrote the libretto of 'The Vampire' for him. The plot is built around the 
old superstitious belief that he who takes an oath by his life and breaks it shall be made to live on after death by 
sucking the blood of those dearest to him. The familiar pact with the Power of Evil plays a part here, as it does in 
Freischütz. The life of the villain is to be renewed for a year if, before the nextmidnight, he brings as victims 'three 
brides.' Lord Ruthven, the younger brother of the Earl of Marsden, is the vampire. Having died after years of absence, 
he is now in his ghostly after-life acclaimed the successor of his brother, meantime deceased. He is introduced to us 
in the company of the Master of Evil with whom he has concluded the sinister plot. He at once goes about his task, 
having arranged a nocturnal interview with the daughter of Berkley, Janthe, whose love he has won. He goes to meet 
her and, taking her in his arms, succeeds in carrying out his awful purpose before he is discovered by Berkley and his 
followers. They hurry away in horror and before the Vampire is fully resuscitated by the moon's rays (according to the 
legend) Sir Aubry, an old friend, deeply beholden to Ruthven, finds him and is enjoined by oath to reveal nothing of 
what he has seen or suspects. Aubry is in love with Malvina, Sir Davenant's daughter, who, however, is commanded 
to marry the new Earl of Marsden (namely Ruthven, the Vampire). The end of the act pictures the peasantry 
celebrating Malvina's birthday after she and Aubry have pleaded in vain with her father. Ruthven plays the gallant to 
his prospective victim and is recognized by Aubry, who, however, is bound by his oath. In Act II Ruthven finds his 
second victim in Emmy, a village maiden, about to be married to George, Davenant's servant. In the manner of Don 
Giovanni, he turns his palace over to the wedding guests while he lures the bride into the garden, and, having done 
his fiendish work, is shot by her fiance. Again he revives and returns to Davenant for his own wedding. The 
procession is twice interrupted by Aubry. Each time on the point of breaking his oath he is warned by Ruthven, until 
the clock strikes one and he is at last free to speak. 'He is a vampire,' he cries. At this Ruthven is struck by lightning 
and the lovers are united at last by the father's consent. 
 
There are many dramatic weaknesses in the book. The character of Ruthven, the villainous creature who 
nevertheless knows his own fate, is altogether unconvincing. His demon-like lust, unmitigated by any feeling of 
sympathy, as in the case of Janthe, disgusts the listeners. The whole web of the play, 'too theatrical for a fairy-tale, 
too unreal for a drama,' is inconsistent. The music contains much that is fine, dramatically powerful, atmospherically 
efficient, but it seems faded to us of today. At its best we can only say that it approaches Weber — it is hardly a 
development of that master's art, only a continuation of it, and it often leans heavily upon its model. The opening 
scene, the Vampire's cave, is an obvious imitation of the 'Wolf's Glen' even to the key in which it is written. But the 
picturing of the supernatural horrors is powerful and ingenious in its detail. The shrieks of hellish laughter are no less 
gruesome than the moonlight resuscitations of the Vampire, pictured in variably significant motives, is uncanny. 
Contrasted with this is the idyllic happiness of the next scene, where awakening nature and the joy of youthful love 
find expression, first in the orchestra, then in Malvina's prayer and her duct with Aubry. The trio of the two with the 
father strongly delineates the characters. Bourgeois joviality is, next to spectral mystery, Marschner's forte. He 
expresses it in the peasant ensemble opening of Act II and later in the rollicking scene of fun by which he relieves the 
tension created through the imminent catastrophe of Emmy's death — a masterful stroke. Emmy's song in the second 
scene is full of touching charm and her Romance about the Vampire is perhaps the best piece in the work. The use of 
leading motives should be mentioned, though Marschner did not develop it farther than Weber or Meyerbeer. As an 
instance, when Aubry threatens to break his oath, an agitated chromatic phrase, accompanied by tremolo strings, is 
heard, and this recurs later when Ruthven pictures the consequences of perjury. A device which became common 
with modern composers, is that of picturing an increasing stress by repeated reiteration of a phrase, raising it first by 
semi-tones, then by whole tones. Marschner employs it notably in the highly dramatic scene between Ruthven and 
Emmy in the garden. The overture is developed in the accepted manner of the Romantic school, out of the motives 
representing the chief and contrasting motives of the drama. 
	  


