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The Flying Dutchman 
Richard Wagner 

The Gist of the Story 
The Flying Dutchman, cursed to roam the seas for eternity, is permitted to step foot on land once 
every seven years to search for a bride that will break his curse with her fidelity. Daland, a 
Norwegian sea captain, meets the Dutchman a few miles from his home port. Enticed by the 
Dutchman’s offer of riches, Daland offers him the hand of his daughter, Senta. Both crews 
venture forth to Daland’s land, where their women are waiting. Senta is already fixated on the 
legend of the Dutchman before they meet, much to the dismay of her former lover, Erik, who tries 
to convince her to love him. Daland introduces the Dutchman and Senta, who immediately fall in 
love with one another. Senta agrees to the betrothal and the town celebrates. Erik once again 
corners Senta and tries to persuade her of his 
love, citing their former affair. The Dutchman, 
eavesdropping, believes she has betrayed him 
and returns to his ship to leave. Senta follows 
and declares her absolute fidelity by throwing 
herself off of the cliff and into the sea. With her 
death, the Dutchman’s curse is broken. 

Wagner originally composed The Flying Dutchman 
to be sung straight through with no breaks. The 
composer himself later revised it to include two 
intermissions, which is the version BCO will 
present.
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Wagner’s paramount shift from“librettist” 
to “poet” with The Flying Dutchman

In Heinrich Heine's commentary on his 
original story, he refers to the Flying 
Dutchman as the 'Wandering Jew' of the 
ocean, based on a legend that can be found 
in literature as early as 1602 and became 
widely familiar to audiences across Europe. It 
was this legend of the ‘Wandering Jew’ that 
had a profound impact on both Wagner's 
poetic inclinations and his choice of Heine’s 
story as the subject matter for his opera, The 
Flying Dutchman. 

The myth goes as follows: A theologian met a 
Jewish shoemaker named Ahasverus in 1542 
who had said he had lived in Jerusalem 
during the time of Christ's crucifixion and has 
since remained alive, traveling the world. In 
seeing Christ rest a little while carrying the 
cross, Ahasverus "in zeal and rage, and for 
the sake of obtaining credit amongst other 
Jews, drove Christ forward and told him to 
hasten on his way.”(Stephen) In punishment, 
Ahasverus was forced to look upon the 
cruelty of Christ's crucifixion and go forth like 
a "mournful pilgrim" into foreign lands, never 
seeing his wife or child again. Only in death is 
there freedom for him. The redemption that is 
withheld from the Wandering Jew in the myth 
is offered to the Flying Dutchman by both 
Wagner and Heine in the form of a woman's 
fidelity.

So moved was Wagner by the legend that in 
a publication entitled A Communication to My 
Friends he writes, "It was the first popular 
myth...to penetrate my heart and compel me, 
as a creative artist, to reshape it and interpret 
it in an artistic form. From this point...my 
career as a poet begins, while that as a mere 
manufacturer of opera libretti ceases.”(Stephen)

The Characters

What to listen for…
Wagner coined the 
term “LEITMOTIF,” 
which describes a 
leading melody or tune 
associated with a 
specific character or 
theme. 

We unconsciously 
encounter these every 
day. Think of Darth 
Vader or Superman! 

Look out for these 
leitmotifs in this opera 
for characters like the 
Dutchman and Senta 
or themes like fate and 
love. 

SENTA, 
Daland’s daughter

DALAND, 
a Norwegian sea 

captain 

ERIK, 
a huntsman and 

Senta’s former lover
MARY, 

Senta’s nurse

The DUTCHMAN, 
the cursed ghost captain

STEERSMAN, 
part of Daland’s 

crew
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