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Rousseau and The Ring

Wagner’s Ring Recalls The Earliest Ideas Of The Romantic Movement

Since the early 1970s, the production of
Wagnerian music drama, in Europe espe
cially, has become highly diverse. The
Ring, in particular, has been subject to a
variety of interpretations, some striking,
many confusing, and not a few confused.
But although the staging of Wagner in the
contemporary theatre is marked more by
contrasts than similarities, most produc
tions do have some features in common.
They tend to be presented in modem dress
or in the costume of a period between the
early l9~ century and the present day,
most are centered on political and eco
nomic aspects of the drama, and the ma
jority are deeply pessimistic. They focus
most frequently upon how the forces of
matter, unleashed by Alberich and abet
ted by Wotan, have devastated the natural
world. It is common to see Rings set in
landscapes of ravaged nature, toxic dumps,
abandoned building sites, steely modern
ist offices, and prison-like environments
reminiscent of the Holocaust. Nature, if
she is present at all, is seen in leafless
trees, muddy pools of water, and sickly
clumps of reeds and bushes. The pros
pects of most modem Rings are grim and
fatalistic, offering little if any hope that
humanity can escape from its course of
self-destruction.

The recent Ring in Seattle this last
August was different. The presence of
nature was overwhelming. In Stephen
Wadsworth’s production, each leaf, each
tree-trunk, each clump of flowers, each
cleft in the rock-face was etched with a
clarity and attention to detail that aggres

sively announced that in this Ring nature
was an enduring power. Even though in
Gotterdiimmerung the action moved into
gloomy interiors, we were offered views
of mountain peaks beyond the oppressive
Gibichung palace. The most remarkable
and controversial moment in this reread
ing of Wagner came at the very end when
the gods, far from perishing in the confla
gration, not only survived but were hap
pily reconciled among themselves and
with the Rhine daughters. Then, as the
final melody of sacrifice and altruistic love
welled from the orchestra pit, the stage
setting did not return to the depths of the
Rhine, but to the forest. The final tableau
was of four pine trees growing from a log
that had, for the duration of the cycle,
been dead and crumbling. Nature had pre
vailed and was renewing herself. While
the settings may have been reminiscent of
the romantic-realistic scenery of the pe
riod when the cycle was first produced in
1876, the production struck out a new
path on principles that are antithetical to
the predominantly pessimistic versions we
see of The Ring today. What were those
principles and can they be corroborated
by Wagner’s drama?

The Ring is an epitome of l9~ century
culture. The poem, composed under the
influence of Feuerbach’s utopian philoso
phy, reflected the political optimism of
the age, while the music, composed largely
under the influence of Schopenhauer, ex
pressed a world-weariness that was also
characteristic of the time. The cycle has,
without gross distortion, been analyzed

from most points of the 1 9~ century intel
lectual compass; theories arising from the
thought of Marx, Darwin, Nietzsche,
Freud, and Jung have thrown much light
upon this most complex of stage-works.
Wadsworth’s production, however, en
courages us to look at The Ring from yet
another viewpoint, that of the romantic
movement. While Wagner’s music dra
mas introduced modem themes onto the
operatic stage, they also stood at the high
point of romanticism, at the culmination
of nearly 100 years of a culture that ideal
ized nature, espoused revolutionary poli
tics, championed the rights of the indi
vidual against society, glorified romantic
love, and brought to the fore the workings
of the unconscious. For most of the ro
mantic period, however, from the late 1 8th

to the mid 19th centuries, spoken drama
and opera responded inadequately to the
demands of romantic art. One of Wagner’s
most significant achievements was to cre
ate a drama in which the romantic experi
ence could, for the first time, be fully
realized on stage. With regard to drama
turgy and the use of space, his romanti
cism is most fully apparent in Der
fliegende Holliinder, Tristan und Isolde,
and Parsff’al, but The Ring, as Wads
worth’s production reminded us, is also
romantic, not only in its landscapes, but
its themes.

The extraordinary diversity of the ro
mantic movement has made it notoriously
difficult to define, but by and large there
is agreement among scholars that it can

(Continued on page 3)

Simon Williams, Professor ofDrama (UC Santa Barbara) and Bayreuth lecturer, gives us an exciting foretaste ofhis extraordinary new
book soon robe published by Cambridge University Press. Trish Benedict reports on the recent Berlin Kupfer-Barenboim extravaganza,
and Professor Alexander Coleman (New York University) provides a briefhistory of the problems in managing Bayreuth.
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How I survived the Wagner Enduro
Berlin, March 24-April 6, 2002
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It was a blitz European “If it’s Tuesday,
this must be Brabant!” tour. As we sprinted
from Norway to Monsalvat, the two weeks
blurred, coalescing into one uber
Gesamtkunstwerk.

Hollander set the stage for the pared
down, edgy look of the series. Black was
the unifying color. All ten operas had
floors of shiny black Formica panels,
scuffed and dog-eared. The lighting was
either dim or harsh—or both. Black floor-
length leather trench coats abounded.
Many sets and walls were silvery, reflec
tive and blindingly lit.

Color came mainly from either light
ing (the smoky gold mine in Nibelheim
glowed yellow, the fallen stone angel in
TrLcran was bathed in deep blue) or a
gridwork of three-foot squares made up
of computer-controlled, dimmable light
bars resembling a gigantic LED display.
In Hollander they were unlit, serving as
factory windows in the Spinning Scene.
In the Ring, Donner’s lightning jagged
down them; they became the Rainbow
Bridge; and they danced with orange and
red as the Magic Fire and the End of the
World. The Norns were silhouetted be
fore a deep blue grid, beyond which green
converging lines (resembling a flight simu
lator runway) glowed. They wove a fluo
rescent green tangled skein (fiber optic?)
hanging from the dead ash tree. There
was no other lighting; when the rope broke
and went dark, it was stunning.

Stage directions were quirky but hu
man. Stuck in an Industrial Revolution
era sweatshop with a bunch of other seam
stresses, Senta created the Dutchman as a
means of escaping the drudgery. She sang
to the picture; the Dutchman didn’t exist.
In her final escape, she leapt through a
window onto the street below. Tannhauser
and Elizabeth sang their duet amorously
around a shiny black grand piano in an
austere auditorium. At the finale, they were
stretched across the piano holding hands
and he ecstatically pulled her across the
lid and into his arms. The guests arrived
and took their seats in risers that looked

like the balcony seats we were watching
from. Embarrassed latecomers, failing to
find two seats together, hurriedly took
separate seats. Very human, very identifi
able, very Kupfer. The Fricka-Wotan
scene wasn’t Minna nagging Wagner;
rather it was a loving wife’s gentle cor
rection,

Lohengrin was the most problematic
for the audience. Lohengrin remained un
lit upon a 20-foot high black pulpit em
blazoned down its length with a white
luminescent sword. He never sang to Elsa
nor she to him. Again, he was her fantasy.
Her reality was an erotic and incestuous
entanglement with Gottfried, dressed in
white tights with one huge swan’s wing
for an ann. The singing was glorious, but
the concept just didn’t work for most
people.

The Ring was Bayreuth redux.
Kupfer’s basic concept hasn’t changed,
although the sets were new. The curtain
rises and we see the roots of the World
Ash extending down to the bottom of the
Rhine. Wotan strides on and tears off a
branch, revealing “the essential parallel
between Alberich’s and Wotan’s original
sins”*. A bloody wound oozes from the
trunk as the primordial E-flat chord

sounds. The tree appears in each scene
thereafter, slowly decaying, branches lit
tering the floor (one huge branch crashed
to the floor to startling effect as Wotan
sang, “Das Ende.”) In the closing strains,
workers watch the world end and a young
boy and girl emerge to plant a seedling
ash tree.

The last three, like the first three, were
a mixed bag. Tristan was breathtaking
and Meistersinger was breathtakingly
awful. Parsifal was stunning but with too
much gadgetry—distracting when it mal
functioned. Tristan took place in a cem
etery—sort of. The body of a huge toppled
stone angel was the centerpiece. One wing
was upswept and served as the sail of the
ship in Act I. In Act [lit rotated slowly
and noiselessly and a down-turned wing
formed a shell the lovers satin, projecting
their voices with ease during this most
difficult scene.

Meistersinger was the most traditional
of the ten operas. The clever rotating cen
terpiece was modeled after a 161 century
church interior. It was also a tower, stair
way and multi-leveled balcony. It turned
to become a doorway, serving as both the
exterior and interior of Sachs’ house and

(Continued on page 9)
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be divided into two periods) Early or
high romanticism stretches from the late
1 8th century to the fall of Napoleon and,
despite the revolutionary tenor of the pe
riod, it was devoted largely, though not
exclusively, to exploring humans as crea
tures of nature and the dynamics of indi
vidual experience. The late romantic pe
dod, which falls between 1815 and 1848,
articulated disillusion at the failure of revo
lution and was more skeptical and rebel
lious in tone. It is most aptly character
ized in the poetry of Byron, the stories of
E.T.A.Hoffmann, and the essays of
Heinrich Heine, writings in which a richly
romantic view of the human condition is
modified by a highly ironic or actively
hostile view of contemporary society.
Wagner’s first mature music dramas, Der
fliegende Hollander, Tannhauser, and
Lohengrin, are characteristic documents
of this later phase of romanticism. Their
protagonists are alienated from the social
world, but their predicament is realized
through a melodic richness and colorful
staging owing much to grand opera, a
combination that appealed to audiences
without blunting the pain of the hero’s
experience.

Wagner, like other idealists of his time,
was cast into despair by the overthrow of
revolutionary forces in 1848—9. But, while
the great theoretical works he wrote in his
early years of exile have a revolutionary
tone, once he settled down to the compo
sition of The Ring, he adopted perspec
tives that looked beyond the immediate
concems of the day to the origins of the
crisis that threatened to overwhelm soci
ety. Feuerbach and Schopenhauer were
the thinkers whom Wagner used con
sciously to shape his work, but the action
of The Ring itself is grounded in an un
derstanding of nature that recalls the ear
lier phase of romanticism, which was
shaped by the ideas of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau. There can be no question of
Wagner consciously adopting Rousseau
as an intellectual mentor in composing
The Ring. As with any other educated
person of Wagner’s day, the French phi
losopher was part of his intellectual land
scape, he had his works in his library,2

and he could not have avoided knowing
his ideas and being aware of his influ
ence. However, he never discusses
Rousseau in his correspondence and when
mention of him arises in Cosima’s Dia
ries late in his life, Wagner is somewhat
dismissive of his ideas, though he showed
some interest in the French philosopher’s
theory of education.3 Nevertheless, as a
young man he would have absorbed
Rousseau’s thinking on the relationship
between man and nature, in particular
through the romantic writings of Goethe
and Novalis.

Rousseau did much to anticipate ro
manticism and the French Revolution, but
lived to see neither movement. By the
mid I 9th century, his philosophy had be
come part of the general currency of in
tellectual life and one idea in particular
exercised a profound influence over the
European imagination. From his early
‘Discourse on the Origins of Inequality’
(1755) on, Rousseau argued that society
was irredeemably corrupt. Humans are
born naturally good and as part of the
natural environment. Rousseau posits an
early phase of history, when humans ex
isted either in isolation or small commu
nities where they lived at one with nature.
As all theft needs were met in these cir
cumstances, they lived in a state of total
happiness, a condition Rousseau referred
to as ‘natural’ or ‘savage man.’ Society is
acceptable, he clalmed, in so far as it
guarantees the survival of the individual,
satisfying the individual’s desire for com
pany and to give and receive love. In
these circumstances, the individual is also
free to exercise compassion, regarded by
Rousseau as the greatest of human vir
tues. But humans are corrupted once soci
ety exceeds those functions, which in all
cases it does. Urban society destroys the
innocence of ‘natural man,’ as its com
petitive demands arouse the lust for power
and material wealth. As only a relatively
few privileged individuals achieve that
power, the rest of humanity works for
them. The inevitable condition toward
which society is bound is total dictator
ship.4 Rousseau even saw the arts and
sciences as agents of corruption, as they
were everywhere harnessed to the needs
of a competitive society. He argued that

education should not prepare young people
for this social competition, but cultivate
theft emotions prior to their rational fac
ulties, in order to sustain the innocence of
the natural condition as long as possible.

Rousseau’s ideas have been applied
by his followers with great literalness,
though Rousseau himself was more cau
tious. He admitted that the idea of a golden
age of humans living in a free condition
with nature was hypothetical.5 Moreover,
‘natural man’ as he portrays him never
existed; rather the concept is a standard
that we should use to measure the depth
of corruption in our own society. Rousseau
also never held, as some have claimed,
that human beings were perfectible. On
the contrary, once they have fallen from
the innocence into which they were bom,
they can never regain it. They can, how
ever, recall innocence through living in
isolation with nature. Indeed, retreat into
nature can bring the individual great so
lace as respite from the competitive world.6
There is no need to develop on the po
tency of Rousseau’s thought. It was fun
damental to the romantics’ conception of
humanity and nature and to all romantic
nature poetry. His view of society as a
nexus of competition inspired many in
the French Revolution, and his thinking
has had a profound effect upon the devel
opment of modem education, anthropol
ogy, and environmentalism. And we can
find him in Wagner as well.

The Ring begins with a high romantic
vision of extraordinary beauty, the enrap
turing appearance of the Rhinegold.’ If
the Rhinegold is not the source of life
itself, it stands for everything that makes
life worth living and gives us energy and
vitality. As the sun strikes the Rhinegold
through the water, the shimmering strings
evoke associations of constant movement,
the trumpet announces the awakening of
life, while the quiet horn calls kindle a
sense of wonder. The music evokes a wide
range of pleasurable associations as it rep
resents delight in physical being, the phe
nomenon of perpetual change and move
ment, and the untrammeled realization of
spontaneous nature, including love and
sexual desire, all of which we sense as the
ultimate good. The Rhinegold can be in-

(Continued on page 4)
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terpreted as an embodiment of Wagner’s
concept of art as nothing but “the highest
pleasure in itself.”8 In order to grasp fully
the sense of the Rhinegold, we might com
pare it to other symbolic realms or forces
in Wagner: to Lohengrin’s home in
Montsalvat, the night into which Tristan
and Isolde yearn to sink, Walther von
Stolzing’s art that revitalizes Nuremberg,
and the Grail. All these point to a source
of energy lying beyond the immediate
experience of the sensate world, an en
ergy that feeds humans, gives a sense of
purpose and joy to their lives and yet is
not bound to the utilitarian purposes of
life. The energy is, nonetheless, vital to
the survival of the human race. The ener
gies of the Rhinegold bear much similar
ity to Rousseau’s concept of humanity
living at one with nature. However,
Wagner, unlike Rousseau, does not con
ceive of nature as an undivided realm that
is totally pure and benign. On the con
trary, Alberich is as much a part of nature
as the Rhine daughters, so his frustration
and violence are natural too. Conse
quently, we should regard the Rhinegold
as summation of all that is benign in na
ture, which celebrates the bonds between
humans and nature and, in so doing, de
fuses violence in both. It is, we might
argue, distilled nature.

There are two ways in which the abso
lute goodness represented by the
Rhinegold is destroyed and both exem
plify how humans set themselves upon
the road toward economic and political
enslavement as envisaged by Rousseau.
The first path is laid out by Alberich.
Through Alberich’s career we become
aware that power and wealth are achieved
by forcing the energies of nature repre
sented by the Rhinegold into a form that
is alien to them and imposing upon them
a stasis that will inevitably lead to their
death. This can only be done by one who
has renounced love and does not, there
fore, feel the life-enhancing powers of the
Rhinegold. Alberich steals the Rhinegold
and, by turning it into wealth, sets up the
basic tensions running throughout The
Ring, between nature and human exploi
tation of it and between love and power

as ultimate values. Des Rheingold repre
sents how this is done, and those produc
tions in which Nibelheim provides a hell
ish vision of the Industrial Revolution
come close to the heart of Wagner’s con
cerns.

But Alberich is aided and abetted by
Wotan, who, throughout The Ring, is
nominally his enemy, though the labeling
of Alberich as ‘Schwarz-Alberich’ and
Wotan as ‘Licht-Alberich’ in Siegfried
indicates that Wagner intended us to think
of them as closely related in their ambi
tions. Initially, Wotan’s path seems iden
tical to that of Albcrich. His readiness to
give Freia to the giants in payment for the
building of Valhalla indicates he has the
same ambitions as Alberich, prepared as
he is to sacrifice love, eternal youth, and
the beneficent forces of nature for his
own political power and security. He is
only prevented from doing this by the
theft of Alberich’s hoard and by his own
insight into and acceptance of the muta
bility of all things achieved through his
colloquy with Erda.

Wotan’s susceptibility to the arguments
of Erda makes him a more vulnerable and
complex figure than Alberich, and the
path he opens up is dramatically richer. In
a letter to August Rockel, written while
he was composing the poem, Wagner ar
gues that the gods would not have been
open to harm by Alberich had they not
already been susceptible to evil. This
weakness, Wagner observes, stems from
the relationship between Wotan and
Fricka. Their love has died and yet they
are forced to stay together by marriage,
which prevents them from acting accord
ing to their changing feelings.9 Their mar
riage is, therefore, a condition akin to the
acts of Alberich’s violation of the
Rhinegold and Wotan’s sacrifice of Freia.
The decline of their love is a natural phe
nomenon, but they cannot face up to it,
they dare not surrender to the powers of
transformation symbolized by the
Rhinegold, to the high Rousseauist view
of nature. “Everything is in constant flux
on this earth,” wrote Rousseau. “Nothing
keeps the same unchanging shape, and
our affections, being attached to things
outside us, necessarily change and pass
away as they do.”1° The tragedy that fol

lows arises in part from Wotan’s fear and
incapacity to live with nature.

Wotan is placed in a tragic dilemma.
He wishes to be free, to achieve the ro
mantic freedom symbolized by the
Rhinegold, but he cannot for if he does,
his power as a ruler will be destroyed
along with the order upon which his au
thority is based. At the same time, he still
longs for the freedom of oneness with
nature. Alberich is a melodramatic vil
lain, a monolithic figure without doubts,
impervious to argument, and with no ca
pacity for self-analysis or self-doubt, but
Wotan grows into a tragic hero. He is not
without ideals, so he is not an unremitting
oppressor, but is divided between his de
pendence on power and wealth and his
desire to create a world free of the evil
brought about by that very power and
wealth. Fle has no choice but to submit to
the obligations brought on by his power,
though his desire to substantiate the ideal
that will annul his power grows correla
tive to his intensifying awareness of the
trap within which he has caught himself.
The action of The Ring is a working out
of that dilemma.

The relationship of Rheingold to the
other dramas of The Ring is ambiguous.
Wagner’s process of composition in which
the poems of the four dramas were writ
ten in reverse order suggests that the pur
pose of Rheingold is chiefly to account
for events prior to the action of the three
main dramas of the cycle. But a cursory
analysis of the plots of these dramas sug
gest that such a prologue is unnecessary,
as Wagner has inserted into them more
than enough retrospective narrative to en
sure that the audience fully comprehends
the story. Nevertheless, no one would
countenance a Ring without Rheingold,
so it must have a function beyond that of
an expository prologue. In addition to pro
viding exposition, it also stands as an
epitome of the three subsequent dramas, a
representation in breve of the total action
of The Ring, in the way that an overture
prefigures the action of the opera it intro
duces. The sequence of events in
Rheingold are bound to each other in fight
causation, making this preliminary
evening to The Ring into a grim, unremit
ting tragedy, in which the murder of Fasolt



is recognized as a direct and inescapable
consequence of Alberich and Wotan’ s de
nials of nature. The same downward pat
tern is followed in the three following
dramas, but while they are as rigorously
structured as Rheingold, their actions un
fold in a more leisurely way, allowing us
to relish the poetic landscapes of nature
and the depths of characters’ emotional
lives. In Rheingold, action is headlong
with no pause for passages of lyrical medi
tation, covering, in a breathtaking two and
a half hours, the passage of the world
from a state of pure nature to an advanced
condition of economic repression and po
litical tyranny, from “natural man” to hu
manity in chalns. The same territory will
be covered in the coming dramas of The
Ring, where the action moves less hastily
but still relentlessly toward the same pre
dicament of duress that ends Rheingold.
There is, however, a crucial difference.
While in Rheingold there is no respite to
the fall, in the main body of the cycle, the
powers of human love and desire for free
dom resist the relentless degradation of
the human condition brought about by the
obsession with wealth and power. For all
its pessimism, however, Rheingold ends
with the prospect of a more hopeful world.
As Wotan, shaken by the slaughter of
Fasolt, contemplates Valhalla, he comes
upon what Wagner designates as “a gran
diose idea,” expressed in one of the most
stirring leitmotifs of The Ring, a striding
upward phrase on the high brass, often
designated as the “great idea” motif.

The motif represents Wotan’ s greeting
to Valhalla as “a stronghold” he wishes to
keep “safe from tenor and dread” (116),”
but as the dramatic context makes clear,
his new castle will offer no such security.
But Wotan’s declaration is so powerful
that despite its irony, it has a warming
effect upon the action so that Rheingold
ends on an unwonted note of optimism.
Wotan appears to have conceived of a
way to reverse the tragic chain of events
that has set in as a result of his and
Alberich’s rapes of nature,

Die Walkure is driven by that opti
mism, which becomes apparent when one
compares the structure of Walkure with
Rheingold. Both dramas are built upon
four parallel events or confrontations

which further the dialectic of love and
nature against power and wealth. In
Rheingold in each of these scenes power
wins out over love; in the corresponding
scenes in Walkure, while love does not
always win out over power, it is a power
ful force that has the potential to reverse
or at least arrest the rush of humanity
toward self-destruction. In the first paral
lel, in Rheingold Alberich’ s steals the
Rhinegold, and power wins out over love;
in Walkllre Siegmund “steals” Sieglinde,
in which instance love wins over power.
The second parallel is in the confronta
tions between Wotan and Fricka, one that
Wagner pointed out himself.’2 In
Rheingold Wotan quarrels with Fricka and
realizes the limitations of his power, in
WalkUre they quarrel again, but this leads
Wotan toward an acceptance that he will
never achieve freedom himself; conse
quently, the form of his tragic dilemma
becomes clear, and he grows in nobility.
In the third parallel, Wotan and Loge plun
derAlberich’s hoard and show themselves
to be entirely in thrall to their obsession
with wealth and power, while in contrast,
Siegmund, offered the chance of eternal
bliss in Valhalla, the citadel of power,
refuses it out of love for Sieglinde. Fi
nally, when Father murders Fasolt, power
wins out over love; in contrast, as Wotan
bids farewell to Brtinnhilde, sensed acutely
as a form of death, he is overwhelmed by
his love for his daughter, which leads to
his abandonment of power.

Love in The Ring is expressed in two
ways, one centered on sexual desire, the
other on compassion, and they point to
different potential solutions of the cycle’s
tragic dilemma. Sexual love gives evi
dence that the benign presence of the
forces symbolized by the Rhinegold still
prevail in human affairs. Until the end of
Act U of Siegfried, Rousseau’s vision of
humanity living in a state of nature ap
pears to be the most desirable of condi
tions. In the union of the Volsung twins,
erotic love and oneness with nature are so
closely associated that they appear as iden
tical. When the door of Hunding’s hut
opens to the spring that is a metaphor for
Siegmund and Sieglinde’s love, the shim
mering orchestral sound, suggestive of
leaves in the wind, also recalls the sonic

aura of the Rhinegold. The twins’ love
even has the power to overcome the bale
ful effects of the renunciation of love,
which is the message conveyed as
Siegmund, before withdrawing the sword
from the tree, recalls the dark theme that
accompanied Woglinde’s statement on the
renunciation of love. As the sword is with
drawn, we hear the triumphant enuncia
tion of the “great idea” motif, which has
previously become associated with the kin
dling of love in Sieglinde’s eyes. The ro
mantic exaltation that ends Act I of
Walkure suggests that Wotan’s desire to
achieve a world “safe from tenor and
dread” is about to be fulfilled by nature
and eros.

But it is not. Siegmund is a failure who
is quite incapable of fulfilling Wotan’s
ambitions. Admittedly he is destroyed by
the pattern of events; he dies so that Wotan
can maintain his authority. However
Siegmund is prey not only to causality,
but to an underlying condition within his
character. Despite the intense pathos of
his slaying by Hunding, there is a com
plexion to Siegmund’s character that
makes his grim end appropriate. He is
always a fugitive. When we first see him
he is on the run and when he speaks of his
heroic deeds, they are in the past. He is
always reactive and the moment he en
gages in action he is defeated. Despite the
exhilaration of his coupling with Sieglinde
and the moral splendor of his denial of
Valhalla as Briinnhilde announces his
death, he remains in our imagination as
an inert, weak figure, his predicament is
quickly forgotten in the more powerful
struggles between love and necessity that
occupy the last act of Die Walkure. Are,
therefore, the values that he stands for,
values here identified as Rousseauist, in
adequate? Are the powers that emanated
from the Rhinegold at the start of The
Ring lacking?

At the start of Siegfried, it would still
appear that they are not. Siegfried is the
most Rousseauist figure in The Ring. He
has, of course, grown up under the tute
lage of Mime who is the last person one
can imagine nurturing the feelings of the
young, but Siegfried is unmarked by this.
Instead, he spends his time in the forest,
communing with animals and listening to
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birds. He is boisterous, full of physical
energy, and lacks any respect for the pre
rogatives of age and for systematic learn
ing, which was a characteristic of several
early fictional manifestations of
Rousseau’s “natural man.”3 When he re
forges Nothung, thereby announcing the
return of Wotan’s “great idea,” he works
by pure instinct, specifically rejecting the
crude technology Mime offers him. He is
a child of nature in a primitive industrial
world. When he goes out in the forest to
slay Fafner, the music of the woodland
recalls the Rhinegold. We hear bird calls
against a shimmering background of
strings that bring to mind first the waters
of the Rhine through which sunbeams
struck the Rhinegold, and then Siegmund
and Sieglinde’s love. Not inappropriately,
as we hear this music, Siegfried sinks into
rhapsodic meditation on the mother he
has never known.

At this point Wagner himself was near
ing an impasse. He finished the composi
tion of Act II, in which Siegfried kills the
dragon, dispenses with Mime, and leaves
to accomplish Wotan’s “great idea” by
seeking his bride on the mountain. At this
point, with the action of The Ring on the
verge of fulfillment Wagner laid down
his pen for twelve years. He did this partly
for financial reasons, as he needed to write
a drama that stood a chance of being
widely performed in German opera
houses, and developments in his emo
tional life also demanded that he turn his
attention to the myth ofTristan and Isolde.
But there is also evidence that his ener
gies with regard to the composition of
The Ring were flagging. The second act
of Siegfried, for all its beguiling pastoral
music and the excitement of Siegfried’s
fight with Fafner, has the least tension
and momentum in the whole Ring. Might
this indicate that Wagner was also ques
tioning the high romantic principles that
to this point indicate the condition within
which humans can most happily live? Are
those values, which suggest a passive sur
render to the sensuous world of nature,
the solution to the world’s ills? Are they
strong enough to counter the dreadful on
rush of power from those who renounce

them? Even though Siegfried kills Fafner
and so challenges the oppressive world of
wealth, is the boy of “Forest Murmurs”
sufficient to the task of saving the world?
Will he be like his father, a fugitive when
faced with continuous oppression? It is
not insignificant that when Wagner wrote
to Liszt telling him he had given up com
position of The Ring, he did not say that
he had finished where Siegfried rushes
out into the world. Instead, he wrote, ‘I
have led my young Siegfried to a beauti
ful forest solitude, and there have left him
under a linden tree, and taken leave of
him with heartfelt tears. He will be better
off there than elsewhere.”4 In Wagner’s
imagination, Siegfried was still a passive
figure at one with nature.

Love also manifests itself as compas
sion rather than sexual desire, an impulse
first encountered in Walkure. Siegmund’s
refusal to enter Valhalla arises from his
desire for Sieglinde, but his insistence that
he will not abandon her displays a love
that provides The Ring with a new moral
dimension; he will sacrifice his own hap
piness for the well-being of another. This
new formation of love grows in the final
act of Die Walkure, as BrUnnhilde sacri
fices herself to ensure that Sieglinde es
capes with Siegfried in her womb. Then
Wotan is overwhelmed by his love for his
daughter, and as his feelings hover be
tween sexual and paternal love, he real
izes that the happiness of another person
is of greater importance than his own.
The rise of love as compassion contrib
utes as much to the humane and optimis
tic tone of Walk/Are as does sexual love.

But Wagner was faced with a dilemma.
How was he to represent this heroic, com
passionate love on stage? Here the legacy
of romanticism offered him little help.
Romantic naturalism stemming from
Rousseau was inadequate, while the iconic
figures of later romanticism, which in
cluded the heroes of his own early mature
dramas, were alienated and disaffected,
providing no model upon which he could
base his new optimistic vision. The
thought of Feuerbach and Schopenhauer
doubtless aided Wagner in conceiving the
lineaments and dynamics of this love—
the force of love that Feuerbach saw as a
binding power in the human community

could only be achieved once one had re
nounced all striving for oneself, as
Schopenhauer advocated—but these were
philosophers who could provide no tan
gible model that had dramatic credibility.
Whilc emotional and practical consider
ations had much to do with Wagner ceas
ing composition, the artistic problem of
realizing the power of compassionate love
and the vicissitudes it encounters may also
have borne upon his decision. Twelve
years later, as he returned to the last four
acts of The Ring refreshed after the com
position of Tristan and Meistersinger,
Wagner suffered the most acute artistic
failure of his career and simultaneously
achievcd one of his supreme successes.

The opening of Act Ill of Siegfriedis a
moment of great exhilaration. The world
of The Ring, after the twelve-year hiatus,
is transformed. The dynamics of the drama
have changed, and the score has a vast,
restless energy that rarely lets up. This is
a domain wracked with anxiety and at the
peak of ecstasy, that is both troubled and
sublime. The act begins with a key scene,
Wotan’s second encounter with Erda. He
comes to learn from her the source of all
knowledge, but she can offer him no so
lace, not even the comfort of death in a
universe of inevitable decline. Instead, she
wishes only to sleep because the earth, it
appears, is a realm of no values. From the
wildness of the music it is clear Wotan is
driven to the verge of despair, but as Erda
is about to sink into the earth, he responds
aggressively that a new world will be re
alized in Siegfried and Briinnhilde’s love,
an idea that is announced by one of the
most generous, passionate themes in the
whole cycle.

The advent of this theme represents a
turning point, similar to that of Wotan’s
“grandiose ide&’ at the end of Rheingold
or Siegmund’s refusal of Valhalla in
Walkure, and it offers hope that the forces
of material power might be overcome.
Love will be not be an easy surrender to
the sensuous delights of nature, but a de
nial of meaninglessness, “the deed that
redeems the world” (258). In his exalta
tion, Wotan envisions humans determin
ing their own future, a vision that looks
forward to the existentialism of Nietzsche
and modern philosophy. Siegfried ends at
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a height of ecstatic optimism. But although
Siegfried and BrUnnhilde are drawn to
each other by mutual sexual attraction,
their wooing of each other has none of the
erotic animation that kindled Siegmund
and Sieglinde in Walkure. Instead they
seem to be impelled by mighty, universal
forces that deflect attention from physical
desire toward the hope that these two will
break the bonds of the past and find in
love a force that will defeat death. Dra
matically this is the most dangerous mo
ment in The Ring as, for the first time in
the cycle, characters begin to lose their
individuality, they come close to being
entirely symbolic. The alluring ideal of
humans living at one with nature has been
forgotten; instead, they strive to dominate
or reverse it. In this new, rhetorical mode
of love, even compassion seems to have
no part.

At this point, The Ring begins to lose
coherence. This is not a matter of plot, the
action of GOzterdamsnerung is as clear-
cut and relentless as that of Rheingold, its
music is the mightiest Wagner wrote, and
the stage-spectacle is superb. But it is
often difficult to grasp the inner action of
the drama and to understand the psycho
logical condition of the characters which
should be reflected in the events of the
plot, the fusion which makes WalkUre es
pecially such a compelling work. The
problem lies primarily with Siegfried. He
never becomes what he promises to be,
the lover who defeats death and the hero
who fulfills Wotan’s “great idea” by act
ing with free will so as to ensure the free
will of others and in so doing bring about
reconciliation between humans and
thereby defeat the baleful forces of
Alberich. The failure itself is not espe
cially problematic as it can well be ar
gued that Siegfried’s shameful career of
betrayal, lying, womanizing, and indo
lence merely demonstrates the impossi
bility of the ideal he was intended to real
ize and herein lies the tragedy; human
nature is merely too frail to live up to such
high expectations. But that is unsatisfac
tory, it smacks of cynicism and, whatever
vices Wagner may have possessed, cyni
cism was not among them, and it is never
evident in his work. Wagner always main-
mined a fundamental confidence in his

protagonists. He seems, in particular, to
have wanted to keep faith with Siegfried.
Wagner was perfectly capable of indicat
ing musically changes in the personalities
and predicaments of his characters, but
Siegfried is exceptional in that he never
changes. He is as buoyant and optimistic
a few moments before his death as he was
as a youth in the forest. Despite the el
evated ending to Siegfried, in
Gotterddtnmerung he is “natural man”
once again and until his death, harbors
within himself a luminous quality that
recalls, with strangely nostalgic effect, his
childhood. Is Wagner still, then, holding
out for Rousseau’s vision of the union of
humanity and nature as an ultimate good?
Perhaps, but at the same time he has clearly
envisaged Siegfried as something greater
than “natural man,” and even tries to per
suade us that he has been that. As
BrUnnhilde embarks upon the great per
oration that brings The Ring to a close,
she claims that he was the ideal hero, the
most honest of men, a great maker of
treaties, a paragon of loyalty, the purest of
heroes. “Never were oaths I more nobly
swom; I never were treaties I kept more
truly; / never did any man I love more
loyally.” (348) This is a Siegfried we have
never seen, in fact a Siegfried that the plot
of The Ring has never even allowed to be
a possibility, unless we are to assume years
have passed between Siegfried and
Gotterdarninerung or during Siegfried’s
joumey to the Rhine. Even if they have,
Wagner has done nothing to show
Siegfried’s great nobility to us.

The reason for this confusion is due in
part to the immense time-lag between the
composition of the poem and the music of
Gotterdamtnerung. While the poem and
music of Rheingold were both written and
conceived within two years, about 30 years
separate Wagner’s initial conception of
the drama that would be
Gotterdamrnerung and the composition
of its final act. As the expanded sonic
range and the high idealism of the music
written after 1869 indicate, Wagner’s un
derstanding of the range and power of
love had expanded and matured. Logi
cally he should have altered his plot and
dialogue to reflect this change, but he did

had already published the poem, but, more
importantly, if he changed parts of the
poem this late in the game, he would have
to change much else in the music drama
that had already been composed. This
would have led to a compositional night
mare and, potentially, to his failure to
complete the score. But the hopes that are
centered on Siegfried’s character, from
the annunciation of the “great idea” in
Rheingold on, meant that in the course of
musical composition he became a more
positive character for Wagner than he had
been in the poem. As it is, the Siegfried of
Gotierdatnnzerung bears some similari
ties to the alienated heroes of the earlier
music dramas, so he is unable to carry the
high ideals that Wagner had centered upon
him. Siegfried’s incapacity to fulfil his
promise and Wagner’s inability to account
dramatically for why this happens is pos
sibly the most significant artistic failure
in the composer’s career. It has done much
to damage his reputation for the appar
ently mindless boorishness of Siegfried
has caused much of the suspicion that
Wagner’s work has aroused.

Nevertheless, at the point where he
falls as a dramatist, Wagner brings off
one of his supreme achievements as a
composer and man of the theatre and, in
the grandest conclusion in the operatic
repertoire, returns his drama to whole
ness. After her eulogy to Siegfried,
BrUnnhilde makes the claim that he was
not responsible for his own fail, as he was
a victim of Wotan; he fell as a sacrifice to
the curse the gods wished to avoid, which
makes a mockery of the “great idea” it
was his mission to embody. BrUnnhilde
then makes a bold claim: “All things, all
things, / all things I know I all is clear to
me now” (349). What does she know?
She knows that all power is corrupt, that it
has destroyed Siegfried, and it inhibits
natural goodness. What force can over
come this power? What will be the for
mative agency in the new world where
power will be no more? We hear it in the
most sweeping of all the Ring’s melodies,
played only once before when Sieglinde
sang in praise of Brtinnhilde’s selfless
ness; now it announces the power of un
conditional love. As the melody possesses

not, and for good reason. For a start he Briinnhilde, the pent up tensions of the
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ROUSSEAU
(Continuedfrorn page 7)

drama are relieved and we are bathed with
a sense of freedom. The singer’s breath
sounds like the breath of the world.

What does this ending mean? It tells
us that the solution to the woes of human
ity does not lie in the relatively uncompli
cated optimism of Feuerbach, nor in the
resigned pessimism of Schopenhauer, nor
in the pure naturalism of Rousseau, but
rather in a world where individual human
beings, free from the tyranny of money
and power, willingly embrace the reali
ties of life and death and make them their
own. In embracing them, they realize that
fulfillment lies not in doing things be
cause they further one’s own goals, but in
acting out of compassion for others.
Briinnhilde’s death also fulfills Wotan’s
“great idea.” That idea envisaged a world
where humans lived “safe from dread and
dismay.” Such a state can only be achieved
when one has lost fear of the only oppres
sion humans can never escape: death.
When we no longer fear death, we can
prove ourselves resistant to all other forms
of coercion. It is only after human beings
have willed their deaths that they can claim
to be free. Brunnhilde is the only charac
ter in The Ring who displays that capacity
and so, in willingly dying, she displays a
strength and bravery that neither
Siegmund, Siegfried, Wotan, nor any other
characters could achieve. She dies their
deaths for them and in so doing shows
them how they should have lived.

No opera concludes with such a sense
of an ending as Gotrerdanunerung and
the long drawn-out chord that concludes
the cycle gives us time to feel an intense
nostalgia for all we have witnessed. It
also impresses upon us the epochal di
mensions of the action. We sense that we
have witnessed a massive change, a
change that might encompass nothing less
than the history of humanity. If the cycle
begins in a state of pure nature, informed
by the romanticism that arose from
Rousseau, it ends in a different dispensa
tion. Rousseau is still present at the end,
as he claimed that compassion was the
most admirable and distinguishing trait
among human beings. But the ending vi
brates with more than just romantic

thought. Brunnhilde’s death reminds us
of German idealist philosophy in which
the capacity to will one’s death is viewed
as the highest manifestation of human free
dom; the assertion of the absolute free
dom of the individual in a world bound
by compassion echoes not only Feuerbach
but revolutionary anarchism; while the
powerful thrust of the ending, in which
love is viewed not as a source of delight
in itself but as a moral imperative, sug
gests that Wagner endorses the highly ide
alized domesticity that was so character
istic of the Victorian age in which he
lived and over which he exercised such a
powerful influence.

We retum then to the ameliorative end
ing of the Seattle Ring. Are there grounds
for the reconciliation of the gods among
themselves and with nature? Were the
four pines growing out of a dead log an
appropriate visual parallel to the great
melody of love as sacrifice that concludes
the cycle? Was the avoidance of any ref
erence to cataclysmic destruction and loss
justified? In all cases, I think we can an
swer “yes.” The music alone tells us this
as it resonates with reconciliation and
never suggests that the evil of Alberich
and the forces of matter are about to re
turn. But if we are to feel that this victory
has been achieved effortlessly, that the
four pines would have grown anyway, we
are fooling ourselves. The regenerative
power of nature is not something upon
which we can automatically depend, na
ture on its ow.n being powerless against
exploitation by humanity. It is only
through human compassion that nature
will survive. Those four pine trees are not
only evidence of regenerative nature, they
are symbols of the power of human love.
Once that love prevails, we will again
find our lives preserved and enhanced by
the radiant powers of the Rhinegold. When
we do, we will be returned to the utopia of
nature that Rousseau insisted was irre
deemably beyond the reach of human be
ings. It is Wagner’s belief in that natural
utopia that separates him from Rousseau
and early romanticism.

—Simon Williams

NOTES

1. See for example the exposition on the
dynamics of the romantic period in Virgil
Nemoianu. The Taming ofRomanticism (Cam
bridge, Massachusetts & London: Harvard
University Press, 1984).l—40.
2. llans-Joachim Bauer. Richard Wagner
Lcd/ton (l3ergisch Gladbach: LUbbe, 1988),
126.
3, Cosima Wagner’s Diaries, 2 vols,
tr.Geoffrey Skelton (New York & London:
Flarcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1980), II, 830 &
832.
4. Rousseau’s Political Writings, ed. Alan
Ritter, tr. Julia Conaway Bondanella (New
York & London: Norton, 1988), 8—57.
5. Rousseau by Robert Wokler (Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1995) 52.
6. See especially Rousseau’s memories of
living on an island in the Lake of Bienne near
Neuch~tel in Reveries of the Solitary Walker,
tr. Peter France (l-larmondsworth: Penguin,
1979), 81—91.
7. Stage directors and their designers seem
incapable of realizing the full beauty of the
Rhinegold on stage. Even in Seattle, it was
nothing more than an unsightly chunk of
styrofoam, sprayed gold, that gleamed wanly
in a weak spotlight. In my experience, only
Harry Kupfer in his Bayreuth production of
The Ring, effectively captured the magic of
this symbol.
8. See Jean-Jacques Nattiez. Wagner An
drogyne, trStewart Spencer (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1993) 55—60 for a
discussion of the Rhine daughters as embody
ing elements of the total work of art.
9. Wagner to Rockel, Zurich, 25—26 Janu
ary 1854 in Selected Letters of Richard
Wagner, ed. & tr. Stewart Spencer & Barry
Millington (London & Melbourne: Dent,
1987), 307. In some recent productions, in
cluding Wadsworth’s, Wotan and Fricka are
represented as still being in love. This is not as
contradictory of Wagner’s intent as initially
appears, because from this perspective one
senses that it is the institution of marriage
itself that frays their love. In fact, to have the
two gods still in love with each other but
aware of their love’s decline, lends the trag
edy considerable poignancy.
10. Reveries, 88.
11. All quotations are taken from Wagner’s
Ring of the Nibelung, ed. Stewart Spencer &
Barry Millington, a. Stewart Spencer (New
York: Thames & Hudson, 1993). Page num
bers shown in parentheses.
12. LettertoRockel, 307.
13. Peter L. Thorslev Jr. The Byronic Hero

(Continued on page 12)
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the review tower for the festival. Sadly,
the singing was so bad that it mined the
evening. Francisco Araiza, who used to
be an excellent lyric tenor, was the worst
Waither imaginable. He had neither the
notes nor the volume and he deserved
every “boo”. Robert Holl, a competent
Daland and Landgraf, was an inadequate
and stiff Sachs, replacing Falk Struckmann
without explanation. It didn’t matter how
good the rest of the cast was when Walther
and Sachs were bad.

Parsifal was excellent but somewhat
undermined by a wall of large, louvered
mirrors that shifted noisily back and forth
like a billboard, displaying a projection of
sky and clouds. Unfortunately, two groups
of mirrors stuck, clacking and thwacking
as they tried to open. It was visually and
vocally stunning but distractingly over-
produced.

The vocal heroes of the series were
Waltraud Meier, Deborah Polaski and
John Tomlinson. Meier sang a powerful
Ortrud, then did double duty in Walkllre,
singing Sieglinde and subbing at the last
minute as Fricka (in a role she hadn’t
sung for fourteen years), retuming as the
Gotterdarnmerung Waltraute and a breath
taking Isolde. Polaski was powerful and
polished as Brtinnhilde. She’s grown a
great deal in the role since we first heard
her in Bayreuth in 1988, becoming the
great Brfinnhilde of our time. Polaski has
the voice, the stamina, the intelligence
and the physique. She is tall, lean and
athletic, the prototypical warrior maiden
who becomes a vulnerable, defeated mor
tal. She retumed to sing a sexy, anguished
Kundry. John Tomlinson, likewise, has
developed into a great Wotan since his
1988 debut in Bayreuth. He returned as a
darkly virile Hagen, revealing Kupfer’s
vision of Alberich’s son as “the true heir
of Wotan—the wielder of the spear...”
And if this weren’t enough, his portrayal
of Gumemanz caused the audience to re
enter the real world of the Staatsoper lobby
dazed and speechless.

The lush-voiced René Pape sang
Heinrich der Vogler, Fasolt, Hunding,
Pogner and Marke with beauty and sensi
tivity. Christian Franz was an energetic

Siegfried and tortured Tristan with voice
to spare, making it through some of the
most difficult tenor terrain without a slip.
Robert Ganibill’s Tannhauser, Siegmund
and Parsifal were superb. Günter von
Kannen’s Alberich and Klingsor, Emily
Magee’s Elsa, Freia and Eva, Angela
Denoke’s Venus and Elizabeth, Anne
Schwanewilms’ Senta, and Andreas
Schmidt’s Beckmesser and Amfortas were
impeccable. Even the secondary singers
were top flight.

Falk Struckmann was a superb Dutch
man, but we were denied his Sachs, which
could have saved the night. Graham
Clark’s Loge and Mime stole the show,
as usual. Mime scrambled up and down
the framework of the hydraulic stage sec
tions, singing while dangling by one hand,
even continuing to sing while rolling off a
table. Special mention goes to Merolal
Adler grad Stuart Skelton, a last minute
replacement for Erik and Lohengrin, sing
ing them both with ease.

The real-life Superhero was Daniel
Barenboim, who conducted all ten operas
with great expression—and repeated a sec
ond cycle plus the Brahms symphonies!
Unfortunately, his orchestra was often
ragged and the first hom hit so many

bloops that the audience sniggered. Still,
they were always roundly bravoed by all,
taking a group bow with Barenboim after
each opera. When everything went well,
their sound was glorious. The ambience
was enhanced by the great audience. No
gratuitous chatting, shuffling, candy wrap
pers—and no applause until the last strains
of the music died out. Himmel!

So how did I survive the Big Ten in
fourteen days? Chocolate-covered
espresso beans, a tush cushion, great dis
cussions with dozens of attendees from
around the world likewise drawn to this
remarkable event, and.. .and, oh, yes, the
thrill of hearing 45 hours of some of the
best music in the world sung by some of
the best singers of this Golden Age of
Wagner!

—Trish Benedict

*Quotes from David Dalto ‘s “Berlin Di

ary”, posted to the WSNC Forum from an
Internet café in Berlin. For more details than I
had the space to delve into, opposing view
points, and philosophical insights, check out
these witty accounts (in digest form at http://
209.23&SO.85/documents/berlinjiary.html).

The gridwork of about three-foot squares was used in a number of the productions
and provided an easily changed prop which could be made appropriate to the
action, as needed. Photo Copyright ©2002 Mon ika Rittershaus.
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DALLAS AUF’ DEUTSCH
Managing Bayreuth Is Not A Simple Matter—And Is Often Controversial

If the tenor of the vast abundance of books
about the works of Richard Wagner is
indicative of anything, it is that it is im
possible to approach the man and his work
with a light heart. His operas impose on
any listener a profound seriousness along
with a sense of awed disbelief that all of
this could have been the product of a
single mind (and this simple declaration
concerning Wagner’s operas does not
even register his multifaceted activities
outside of the realm of music—as critic
and theoretician of the arts, politician,
theater designer, and all-around maver
ick).

Wagner himself would surely consider
this earnest critical attention richly de
served—he was more than tolerant of dis
ciples and even sycophants. Yet his wild
personality has long since disappeared into
the depths of scholarly adulation. The dia
ries of his second wife, Cosima Liszt
Wagner, first published in 1976 after many
vicissitudes, reveal a breezy and noncha
lant man, of whose antics she disapproved.
The diaries show a doting father who
clambered up trees with his children, loved
games and. parlor theater, and seems an
untrammeled spirit given to elaborate
pranks and dreadful puns, as well as a
voracious reader of Western literature
from Homer on.

The outlines of Wagner’s life and times
were firmly established by Ernest
Newman in his four-volume Life ofRich
ard Wagner (1933—1947), a work that
has been only partially supplanted by the
recent one-volume treatments of Robert
W. (Jutman (1968), Martin Gregor-Dellin
(1983), and Barry Millington (1999). In
evitably, given the recent course of cul
tural criticism, certain aspects of Wagner
have lately been intensely scrutinized: for
instance, his notorious anti-Semitism—
see Richard Wagner and the Anti-Semitic
Imagination by Marc A. Weiner (1995)—
or the sexual orientations of his operatic
characters—see Wagner Androgyne by
Jean-Jacques Nattiez (1993). And even
more inevitably, given the ongoing de

basement of our culture, we now have
such productions as the EMI CD entitled
Wagnerfor Dummies or, on a more intel
ligent and detailed level, William Berger’s
book Wagner Without Fear: Learning to
Love—trnd Even Enjoy—Opera ‘s Most
Demanding Genius (1998). The various
works about Wagner by the Metropolitan
Opera broadcasts’ intermission star M.
Owen Lee—most recently his Wagner:
The Terrible Man and His Truthjkl Art
(1999)—are sound and well written.

Wagner’s legacy would have been far
more complex than most composers’ even
if he had not designed and built his own
festival opera house (plus a home for him
self and his family) in the small Franconian
town of Bayreuth. The generally received
opinion of music lovers is that this is
madness in the form of an opera house—
for instance, Mr. Frederic Spotts, author
of a highly engaging history of the
Bayreuth festival, noted that “To com
pose a fifteen hour opera, construct a the
ater solely for its performance and invite
the world to attend was derided by some
as vanity to the point of insanity.” In 1872
a Munich analyst published a study of
Wagner’s personality concluding that he
was “suffering from ‘chronic megaloma
nia, paranoia, ambiguous ideas and moral
derangement.’~’ But there were plenty of
fervid advocates who saw Wagner as a
combination of the talents of Aeschylus,
Shakespeare, and Beethoven, and more
over as an incarnation of the heroic Teu
tonic spirit, a musical nationalist repre
senting the newly united Germany.

Wagner broke all the rules as he de
signed his ideal theater and created the
incomparable acoustics at Bayreuth: sing
ers are heard with bell-like clarity no mat
ter what is going on in the orchestra. The
Festspielhaus was envisioned as a tempo
rary structure, however thrown together
as a prototype for a more permanent edi
fice. “Flimsy” is the only word for it, a
carpenter’s dream made entirely of pine,
fir, and maple. The only twentieth-cen
tury alteration was the substitution in the

l950s of steel girders to take the place of
a few perilously rotten beams. The audi
torium resembles a descending Greek
amphitheater and seats just under two
thousand. There is no carpet along the
aisles, just bare wood. Both orchestra and
conductor are invisible, hidden by an enor
mous hooded shell to prevent light from
entering the auditorium and to throw the
sound back into the gigantic double
proscenium stage so that it first mixes
with the singers, bounces off the back
wall, and only then reaches the audience.

The orchestra pit consists of nine de
scending straight rows of musicians, more
than half of whom must play at the lowest
levels of the pit under the stage. The first
violins are placed to the right of the con
ductor, the cellos and basses interspersed
throughout the strings for a greater blend.
The orchestra sounds muffled in the house,
intentionally subordinate to the singers.
And there are almost insurmountable dif
ficulties in coordination between pit and
stage—many musicians can’t see the con
ductor, and others can’t hear any singing.
The singers see only the violins and the
conductor. (These days, video monitors
are in invaluable aid.) The sound bounces
around the theater so that one cannot point
to the source, probably due to the fact that
the space underneath the thirty rows of
seats is an empty wedge of air, and the
wall columns are hollow. One last oddity:
the ceiling is made of painted stretched
sailcloth. Though most performances take
place in July and August, air conditioning
was and is unthinkable. The silence and
concentration of the audience at Bayreuth
has always been extraordinary—the
“Bayreuth hush” really does exist—and
this is precisely what Wagner wanted, no
more of the unending chitchat in the boxes
as at La Scala or Charles Gamier’s Paris
Opera. As Mark Twain dolefully noted in
1891 “You seem to sit with the dead in
the gloom of a tomb.”

After Wagner’s death in Venice on
February 13, 1883, the very existence of
the festival was imperiled. Wagner left no
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will, and a considerable sector of nation
alistic Wagnerians considered the widow
Cosima unfit to carry on; she wasn’t “Ger
man” at all, but of Hungarian and French
parentage. But with an indomitable will
and intimate knowledge of Wagnerian
musical and theatrical ideals, she gov
erned the festival with an iron fist until
1906, when she handed the direction over
to her son Siegfried. He was thirty seven
years old, a not untalented composer him
self and a clever producer, who directed
the fortunes of Bayreuth through the dark
days of the Great War and the subsequent
revival in 1924. But he died in 1930, just
four months after his mother Cosima. This
is the date from which to start a recount
ing of what some Germans, addicted to
reruns of old American television serials,
describe as “Dallas aufDeutsch,” the story
of the Wagner family’s often troubled
management of the Bayreuth Festival.

Siegfried, Richard and Cosima’s only
son, had been an ebullient bachelor, con
tinually postponing the duties of marriage
and the fathering of children suitable to
continue the Wagnerian tradition. What’s
more, he led an openly gay life, often
travelling with young English gentlemen
and passing off the frequent blackmail
attempts to the festival treasurer, an adept
at resolving these matters. Cosima was
kept unaware. In 1915, the constant pres
sure from his mother for more fruitful
domestic arrangements finally had its ef
fect. Siegfried, aged forty-six, married the
seventeen-year-old English orphan
Winifred Williams, who at that time was
under the guardianship of the Klindworth
family, esteemed visitors at Bayreuth for
many years. Four children were born:
Wieland (1917), Friedelind (1918),
Wolfgang (1919), and Verena(l920). The
pattern established by Cosima was about
to be repeated—an outsider was to in
vade, take over, and finally dominate
Bayreuth. After Siegfried’s sudden death
in 1930, Winifred took over the festival
and carried on until the Allied de
Nazification proceedings wrested control
from her hands. Still it remained in the
family with the two brothers firmly in
charge when the festival reopened in 1951.
It should be noted that Siegfried, liberal
and free of prejudice, handed the festival

over to all of his children in his will, but
in the confusion following World War II,
the two sons took charge.

I had an embarrassing but, in the end,
happy encounter with Friedelind Wagner,
one of Siegfried’s daughters, during a brief
visit to Bayreuth in June 1962. At that
time, I was unencumbered by any knowl
edge of the recent Wagner generations
and the ongoing conflicts between the
three elements of the struggle—mother,
daughters, and sons. The owner of the
pension where I was lodged told me that,
although the festival had not formally be
gun its performances, I might be able to
attend an afternoon rehearsal—
Tannhäuser, as it happened, conducted
by the young Wolfgang Sawallisch. This
affable lady informed me that, since I was
an American, I should approach the
Wagner grandchild who was in charge of
the American singers, Frau Friedelind
Wagner. She gave me Friedelind’s ad
dress. I composed what must have been a
highly garbled and ungrammatical letter
in German, hoping that I might be ac
corded a pass to a rehearsal the next day.
Having hand-delivered the letter, I was
informed back at the pension that Frau
Wagner would see me at ten the next
morning.

At the appointed hour, Friedelind
Wagner, with her unmistakable Wagne
rian face, descended the stairs with The
New Yorke, The Atlantic Monthly, and
The International Herald Tribune under
her arm. With the most disarming of ac
cents, she said to me in pure Brooldynese,
“Ya’ know, I don’t know why you wrote
that letter to me in German. I’ve been
living in Brooklyn since 1940.” Years
later, having finally found a copy of her
stunning memoir, Heritage ofFire’ , I dis
covered that she had always been consid
ered the black sheep of the family, a val
iant anti-Nazi who finally left because of
her outspoken criticism of Bayreuth’s in
volvement with Hitler. Indeed, as the last
harrowing pages of that memoir demon
strate, her mother Winifred warned her in
no uncertain terms: “You must stop talk
ing, and if these measures fall the order
will be given; you will be destroyed and
exterminated [vertilgt und ausgerottet] at
the first opportunity.”

With the aid of Arturo Toscanini, who
had shown great sympathy to her over the
years, she escaped, made her way to
Buenos Aires, and later arrived at La
Guardia with Mr. and Mrs. Toscanini in
1940 applying for American citizenship.
For many of the war years when things
were really desperate, she earned her liv
ing by waiting on tables at Schrafft’s res
taurant. Needless to say, her postwar years
as a visitor and sometime leader of master
classes at Bayreuth were fraught with dif
ficulty. Her mother never forgave her
daughter, a “traitor to the fatherland,” and
her two brothers barely acknowledged her
presence. In any case she was the moth
erly sponsor of many American singers
after the war. John Rockwell’s obituary
in The New York Times of May 8, 1991
speaks of Friedelind’s “Gypsylike odys
sey as she fruitlessly attempted to find
support for her dream of a theatrical acad
emy.” Thwarted both in New York and at
Bayreuth, she ordered that her ashes be
scattered near her home in Luceme.
Among the Friedelind Wagner papers at
the Fales Library of New York Univer
sity, there is a glossy photograph of mother
and daughter, more or less smiling at each
other, obviously at a moment of uneasy
truce. It is dated Bayreuth, 1966, one year
before Friedelind was ordered to cease
her summer master classes. It is signed by
both mother and daughter.

One of the recent witnesses to this on
going family saga is Wieland’s daughter,
Nike Wagner. Ms. Wagner has recently
published an overview of the past and
present battles for succession at Bayreuth:
The Wagners: The Dramas of a Musical
Dynasty.2 It is not for nothing that Nike
Wagner earned a doctorate at Northwest
ern University, producing a dissertation
on Karl Kraus guided by the eminent
scholar Erich Heller. In the first half of
the book, Ms. Wagner presents us with
essays on the operas and a many-layered
history of their presentation. She is espe
cially vivid in describing Wieland’s
“house cleaning” (Entrumpelung) after the
war—sets for Die Meistersinger, for in
stance, without halftimbered houses, no
cobbler’s pegs, no grandiose processions
of the craft guilds, no nationalistic paeans
to “Holy German Art.” His Tristan und
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Isolde and Parsjfal were equally shock
ing and refreshing, and incited endless
controversy between traditionalists and
innovators.

She is also highly original in her specu
lations on the matter of incest in DerRing
des Nibelungen and on the influence of
Otto Weininger’s Sex and character
(1903) in the ongoing reinterpretation of
sexuality and misogyny in Pars~faL This
section of the book is a vivid and detailed
defense of her father’s work at Bayreuth
from 1951 until his premature death in
1966. Wieland’s revolutionary stagecraft
completely broke with the theatrical ide
ologies of the past, above all by the sub
stitution of the economy of means for the
kitschy spectacles so dear to Hitler’s taste.

If there is a hovering, heroic figure in
Nike’s book, it is surely her aunt
Fi-iedelind, who receives this consider
able accolade:

“Her early experience of alienation
from Wahnfried [the family home at
Bayreuthi and from the “primal horde of
the family” were undoubtedly painful for
her; at the same time, though, they gave
her the detachment which later enabled
her to see political affairs in a clearer light
than the rest of the family.”

Among so many other strands of fam
ily history here, Nike’s analysis of the
self-justification of Winifred Williams
Wagner after the war stands out. She uses
both the de-Nazification thai proceedings
and the transcript of Hans-Jtirgen
Syberberg’ s five and-one-half hour filmed
interview with Winifred, one sentence
from which is more than sufficient:

“If Hitler came in the door today, for
example, I would be just as pleased and
happy as ever to see him and to have him
here, and the dark side of him, I know that

I.

it exists but for me it does not exist be
cause I do not know that side.”

Nike’s analysis of her grandmother’s
silence, of what is unspoken, and of the
vigorous compartmentalization of her ver
sion of Hitler and everyone else’s amounts
to a devastating examination of verbal
tics and habits. In Nike’s words, “An im
maculate self-portrait is shown to be a
gigantic edifice of lies.”

The struggle since infancy between fa
ther and uncle—between Wieland and
Wolfgang—understandably occupies a
key point in the book. This is at times
unbearably painful to read, since the sur
viving brother has been governing the for
tunes of the festival since Wieland’s death
in 1966. Wagner’s last grandson,
Wolfgang, is now eighty-two years old
and showing no signs of human frailty. In
fact, he is said to be signing up singers
and conductors for the 2008 season. Nike
gives us a portrait of the rivalry between
the two brothers.

Difficult as it is to envision, the direc
tion of the Bayreuth Festival will ulti
mately change hands. In 1973, a founda
tion was set up with the complete coop
eration of the family, the province, and
the federal government. This entity will
choose the next director. (There are
twenty-four votes on the nominating com
mission, of which the family has only
five.) As one might expect, there has
been a good deal of maneuvering.

Recently, Wolfgang appointed Klaus
Schultz, General Director of the
Staatstheater am Giirtnerplatz(Munich) to
be the Artistic Director of the Festival.
Herr Schultz is a person of considerable
reputation who has demonstrated his taste
and abilities for some time in Munich.
What will happen next is, of course,
anyones guess. From the time Richard
Wagner was a young man onward, every-

1

thing surrounding him has been—among
many other things—controversial. To
expect that this long history should sud
denly change is not reasonable. So stay
tuned. It is guaranteed to be interesting.
Fifty-thousand tickets are issued each sea
son, and the waiting list indicates that, if
you apply without further delay, tickets
are available for the Summer of 2008.

—Alexander Coleman

Alexander Coleman is Professor Emneritus De
partment ofSpanish and Portuguese. New York
University. lie is presently an occasional con
tributor to The New Criterion, edited by Hilton
Kramer. He is the editor of the Selected Po
ems of Jorge Lids Barges, published by Vi
king/Penguin in 1999, A similar article to the
above (also written by Professor coleman)
was published in The New Criterion for De
cember 200). The Editor thanks The New
Criterion for their consent to publish this ar
tide.
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