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The Editor’s Thoughts

Ernest Newman, in his monumental
four-volume biography of Wagner,
many times expresses his view that
Wagner was unique among all com
posers in many ways, but, especially
with respect to his enormous knowl
edge of history and religions: except
ing for specialists in particular fields,
few persons who have ever lived had
the wealth of information in these ar
eas (and many other areas, too) that
Wagner had gained from his incessant
reading and study.

As I read, and re-read, Professor
Colombo’s penetrating analysis of
Tnnnhänse,; I was repeatedly reminded
of this virtually unique human phe
nomenon — the unusual breadth of
Wagner’s areas of competence. Noth
ing I have previously read about this
opera (and that is a lot) dealt with any
where near so many of the historical
and religious incidents with which our
author is obviously conversant. Some
writers mention one or two such im
portant early events, but never have
I encountered the whole of what Co

lombo has given us here, And each of
his references is important and often
crucial — if we are to fully understand
this remarkable opera and what Wag
ner was telling us.

Reading the third section of his
essay, which addresses the role of
Elizabeth, I again felt a significantly
improved understanding. My en
joyment and emotional response
would have been much greater the
many times earlier when I have seen
Tannliãuser— had I then only known
of this analysis. Additionally, it is a
joy to again have further confirma
tion of the extraordinary depth and
richness—which we often miss—to
be found in each of Wagner’s operas.
I wonder if it is possible ever to under
stand, completely, the whole of what
Wagner has given us: surely assess
ments, rare~ c15 they are, like this by Jo
seph Colombo will help.

Last August’s Seattle Ring was superb.
We have two articles singing its praises.

Roberts, Fisher, Editor
Lisa Burkett, Associate Editor
Typography: Francisco Moreno
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I cit motive

Elizabeth earnestly prays in Act III to the Virgin Mary for Tannhauser to be forgiven
for his “unforgivable” sin, apostasy. Professor Colonibo, in this concluding part of his
article, explains the dual role played by Elizabeth in what can be, in some productions, an
extraordinarily moving experience. Petra Maria Schnitzer sings here in the Los Angeles
production of 2007 which was in modern dress, but nonetheless true to Wagner’s story.
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The Problem of Tannhäuser’s Sin: II

A Theologian Examines Elizabeth% Role

In the previous issue, Professor Colombo explained that in the Christian tradition all but
one sin can be forgiven —but only when circumstances are appropriate. The one sin that
cannot be forgiven is that of apostasy: renouncing ones faith, which Christians consider
to be a sin against the Holy Spirit. It is explained exactly how this appears to be the
sin of Tannhduser and how it relates to Venus. Howevet; a special exception to the one
Unforgivable Sin is suggested, involving a pilgrimage to Rome during a special year—a
Jubilee Year This, the author contends, appears to be a likely explanation of one aspect of
Wagner’s plot. Howeve, as those familiar with this opera know, although he makes the
pilgrimage, Tannhauser is not forgiven in Rome. The nature and details ofhis ultimately
being forgiven are explained in the first part of this article. Copies of the previous issue
are available postpaid for $7 —Ed.

III Elizabeth

The story of Tannhäuser is, ultimately, a miracle story in both the broad and
narrow sense of the term “miracle.” In the broad sense of the term, the for
giveness Tannhãuser receives and accepts is both unexpected and wondrous,
not least because it revises and thwarts the intent of the traditional ending of
the tale. But, it is also a miracle story in the narrow sense of the term, the vio
lation of a law of nature with respect to the Pope’s staff signifying a far more
profound and puzzling violation of the divine ordinance itself. The question,
“How does this come about?” comes rushing in and any so-called answer is
inextricably bound up with the character of Elizabeth.

When one mentions the character of Elizabeth in Tannhause,; then talk
about Saint Elizabeth of Hungary cannot be far off. Born to King Andrew
II of Hungary in 120Z Elizabeth resided in the Wartburg castle from age 4
when she was betrothed to Ludwig, the eldest son of Hermann, Landgrave of
Thuringia until her death in 1231. Arguably the second most famous denizen
of the Wartburg—Martin Luther being the first—she was married at age 14,
widowed as a mother of three at age 20 when her husband died of plague on

LEITM0TIvE—ThE WAGNER QUARTERLY I
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his way to join the Sixth Crusade, herself dead at age 24, and canonized a saint
a scant four years later in 1235. Strongly influenced by that new-fangled reli
gious movement called the Franciscans, whose lay Third Order she appears to
have joined following the death of her husband, she became renowned for her
works of charity among the physically sick, the poor and the destitute. Paren
thetically, whatever else we might say about poor Tannhauser and his plight,
he does not fit any of these categories!

Music historians have noted that the character of Elizabeth was among the
last elements to take shape in the genesis of Wagner’s libretto. The truth is that
if print space is any index, Wagner himself appears to have been somewhat
ambivalent about her. In the same 1852 essay I mentioned earliet; Tannhäuser
receives about ten pages of print, Venus about a page and a half, and poor
Elizabeth only about fifty words! Be this as it may, it was, no doubt, Eliza
beth of Hungary’s geographical association with the Wartburg that permitted
Wagner initially to incorporate reference to her into his libretto together with
the other two originally independent literary streams on which he also drew:
“the Tannhiiuser and Venus” stream, and “the song contest in the Wartburg”
stream. To be sure, Wagner most certainly expects and wants his listeners to
catch this reference. Tannhäuser’s last words is his exclamation, “Heilige Eliz
abeth, bitte für mich!” Usually—and correctly—translated, “Holy Elizabeth,
pray for me!” the word heilige does double duty in German, sometimes func
tioning as the ordinary adjective “holy,” but also functioning as the proper
word for “saint.” “Saint Elizabeth, pray for me!”

Yet one may wonder whether this reference to Saint Elizabeth is some
times stressed too much, that reference being more on the order of a real but
still casual allusion rather than a sustained identification. After all, there are
more, far more significant dissimilarities than similarities between Elizabeth
of Hungary and the Elizabeth of Tamthäuser! Moreover, the ready identifi
cation of these two Elizabeth’s threatens to foreshorten our perspective, oc
cluding recognition of other potential sources for this complex character, for
example, Mathilde von Falkenstein, the “prize” of the song-contest in E.T.A.
I—Ioffmann’s Der Kainpf der Siingei: Further, this ready identification threatens
to make us overlook the remarkable transformation Elizabeth undergoes in
the course of the opera and the real fundamental identification that may be at
work in Act III. Indeed, the depth of this basic transformation tempts me to
speak about the two Elizabeths exhibited in Wagner’s libretto.

We first see Elizabeth in Act II when she returns to the Wartburg after hav
ing absented herself since Tannhãuser’s disappearance. In the first two scenes,
she presents herself as humble, demure and (presumably) chaste, but her ec
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static salutation to the Wartburg Hall and subsequent duet with Tannhauser
also discloses that she is deeply in love with him. There is no reason to think,
so far as I can tell, that this love is only a Platonic or solely a spiritual love.
The simple fact of the matter is that the flesh-and-blood Elizabeth loves the
equally flesh-and-blood Tannhauser. What the Landgrave refers to as Eliza
beth’s “sweet secret” is nothing other than the fact of this worldly love and its
anticipated consummation in the announcement of a betrothal to Tannhäuser
who, it is assumed, will be the easy victor in the song contest. Presumably,
this worldly but ordered love includes a physical, sexual component, thus
suggesting that the facile dichotomy within which the opera is sometimes
expressed—carnal lust (Venus) versus spiritual love (Elizabeth)—is a super
ficial, false opposition.

When we see Elizabeth in the third act—I’ll return to the final scene of the
second act in a moment—she is wholly transformed, a transformation that is
briefly but dramatically represented in her prayer. Three facets of this prayer
are worth attending to.

First, Elizabeth’s prayer is not addressed to God or to the Savior, but to
the “Almighty Virgin,” (“Allmacht’ge Jungfrau”) that is, Mary, drawing on
the rich and varied tradition of Marian piety and devotion that exploded in
the 12th century and continued—especially in southern Germany—down to
Wagner’s own day. In Elizabeth’s prayer, Mary is implicitly addressed and
represented as the Mediatrix of All Graces, a title that first begins to attain
prominence in the 13th century. Roman Catholics my age or older may vividly
remember this function attributed to Mary in the prayer called the Mernorare.

th Ui
Widely, although erroneously, attributed in the 19 century to the 13 century
Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, the Memorare was recited at the conclusion of each
Latin or Tridentine Mass until the late 1960s:

Remember, 0 Most Gracious Virgin Mary,
that never was it known that anyone who fled to Thy protection,
implored Thy help or sought Thy intercession, was left unaided.
Inspired by this confidence, I fly unto Thee, 0 Virgin of Virgins, my Mother;
to Thee do I come, before thee I kneel, sinful and sorrowful.
0 Mother of the Word Incarnate, despise not my petitions,
but in Thy clemency, hear and answer me.
Amen.

This is not the first reference in the opera to Mary as Intercessor and Me
diatrix. After all, it is through his invocation and appeal to her in the final
words of the second scene in the first act—”Mein Heil liegt in Maria!”—that

LEITM0TIvE—THE WAGNER QUARTERLY I
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Tannhauser is finally set Free from the Venusburg and transported to the Thur

ingian fields. Further, Wagner’s own stage directions specify that in both the
third and fourth scenes of Act I and throughout Act Ill, a small Marian road
side shrine—not unlike those that can still be seen in Bavaria today—is to be
placed in the foreground of the stage. In short~ Mary is quite present from the
beginning to the end in Wagner’s opera, the silent agent whose presence and
actions bring about the critical dramatic developments: Tannhäuser’s release
from the Venusburg and the redemption of his soul.

Second, Elizabeth’s prayer, specifically her appeal to Mary to “make [her]
pure and angel-like” and to overlook Elizabeth’s own “tdr~’eni Wa/ui” [“foolish
fancy”], sündiges Verlangen [“sinful longings”], and weitlich Sehnen [“worldly
yearnings”] is fascinating because Elizabeth is usually presented as a one-
dimensional desexualized character. These phrases constitute, we could say,
the problem of Elizabeth’s sin! What could this petition refer to other than
the previous quality of Elizabeth’s love for Tannhiiuser, previous that is to the
last fifteen minutes of the second act? In fact, her petitions indirectly confirm
that Elizabeth’s love of Tannhäuser in Act II was something more than just a
Platonic or spiritual love, and they mark out, cx post facto so to speak, the break
between the two Elizabeths.

Third, and most importantly, both in her prayer and through her actions
in the third act, Elizabeth becomes the intercessor for Tannhãuser. Before our
eyes, Elizabeth functionally comes to play with respect to Tannhãuser, the
very role she universally ascribes in her prayer to the Almighty Virgin. Now
her love for Tannhäuser is purely spiritual; now her interest is solely focused
on the forgiveness of his sin. Further, Elizabeth’s suffering and sorrow over
Tannhäuser’s spiritual condition in the sequencing of the third act suggests
that her death to and in the world is both the culmination and consummate
pledge of the earnestness of her transformation, and a critical link in the mi
raculous supernatural causal chain of events by which Tannhiiuser’s redemp
tion is effected. The consonance of this theme with the medieval devotion to
the Seven Sorrows of Mary, the explicit focus of the Servite Order (founded
in 1239), would be here a fruitful line of inquiry to pursue further. Indeed, at
this juncture, I can only put forward a hypothesis even more tentative than
the one regarding Tannhãuser’s sin. While Wagner certainly references Eliza
beth of Hungary in the third act, the more apt ident~flcatioii of Elizabeth in
this final act is with the Virgin Mary herself, with whom Elizabeth becomes
functionally equivalent. In other words, in Act III Elizabeth becomes the this-
worldly icon of the heavenly Queen. Perhaps this functional equivalence is
already adumbrated in the parallelism exhibited between two critical changes
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of place in scenes two and four of the first act that are essential to the dra
matic development of Wagner’s narrative: just as Tannhäuser is transported

from Venus’ domain to Thuringia through his calling on the name of Mary, so
also Tannhäuser is brought back and turns from the Thuringian fields to the
Wartburg, thereby completing his “return,” by Wolfram’s calling on the name
of Elizabeth, “Bleib bei Elizabeth!” [“Remain by Elizabeth!”]. In both cases,
these names powerfully function as virtual talismans, able to bring about
what otherwise would not be able to come to pass.

Wagner’s genius as a librettist lies in the artistry by which he brought to
gether disparate elements to fashion a new whole. That genius is not least
on display in the way he both brings together and establishes continuity and
discontinuity between the two Elizabeths: the Elizabeth of Act TI, Scenes 1-3
and the Elizabeth of Act III. The development lies in what I have called the
dramatic core of the opera, the last half of Act II, Scene 4, where we see — and
hear— the transformation take place before us. Twill simply mention the three
most noteworthy elements here.

First, in this scene Elizabeth clearly begins to take on the intercessory
function that will figure so prominently in Act III. Here she successfully inter
cedes with the knights gathered in the Wartburg to spare Tannhiiuser’s physi
cal life; in the third act she will with equal success intercede with Heaven itself
to spare Tannhauser’s spiritual life. Second, Elizabeth herself recognizes the
change the revelation of Tannhauser’s apostasy has brought on her. Foreshad
owing her physical death in Act III, three times she exclaims that the toll ex
acted on her by Tannhãuser’s disclosure is nothing less than her death. In this,
she is surely correct: the Elizabeth of the previous scenes, the one for whose
foolishness she begs forgiveness in her prayer, has effectively been slain by the
events in the Wartburg Hall. Third, the fact of this transformation is not lost
on those present who through their response shape the way the audience is
to respond to this “new” Elizabeth. Six times the knight-minnesingers and/
or Tannhãuser himself explicitly describe Elizabeth as now having taken on
the appearance of a heavenly being, specifically an “Engel” [“angel”], prepar
ing us, I suggest, for her further development in the third act into a worldly
icon of the heavenly Virgin. More precisely, through a stunning entwinement
and repetition of these last two literary themes, Wagner effectively transforms
Elizabeth, the maiden of a truly worldly love for Tannhäuser into his worldly
and, ultimately, otherworldly intercessor. No wonder Wagner chose as Tan
nhäuser’s final words, “Holy Elizabeth, pray for me!”

— Joseph Colombo

LEITMOTIvE—TIqE WAGNER QUARTERLY I 11
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Zurück vom Ring!
The Ending of the Ring as Executed by Seattle Opera

Following Hagen’s closing line, Richard Wagner penned in his libretto very
specific and seemingly impossible stage directions:

Woglinde and Wellgunde twine their arms around his neck and
draw him with them into the depths as they swim away. Flosshilde,
swimming in front of the others toward the back, joyously holds up
on high the regained ring. Through the cloudbank, which has settled
on the horizon, a red glow breaks out with increasing brightness. By
its light, the three Rhinemaidens are seen, swimming in circles, mer
rily playing with the ring on the calmer waters of the Rhine, which
has gradually returned to its bed. From the ruins of the fallen hall, the
men and women, in great agitation, watch the growing firelight in the
heavens. When this reaches its greatest brightness, the hall of WaIhall
is seen, in which gods and heroes sit assembled, just as Waltraute
described in the first act. Bright flames seize on the hall of the gods.
When the gods are entirely hidden by the flames, the curtain falls.1

Unquestionably a challenge even to the opera company with a boundless
budget, stage directors and impresarios have struggled with this problem
atic ending. Some choose to stage a few aspects of it; some dispense entirely
with Wagner’s directions. In the Stuttgart Ring production, available on DVD,

1. Richard Wagner, The Ring of the Nibelung, English translation by Andrew Porter, W.W. Norton &
company, 1976
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director Peter Konwitschny opted to project the text of Wagner’s directions

verbatim on a screen and dispense with staging the closing moments.
In creating his company’s Ring production, which premiered in 2001, Se

attle Opera General Director Speight Jenkins stated repeatedly that the pro
duction team would work first on the ending of GOtterdthnmerung. In his own
words, Mr. Jenkins describes the complexity: “What is astonishing about this
is the graphic painting by the orchestra. No production has in the last 129
years visually portrayed what the music tells us. One would have to burn
down the theatre and then flood it to do this. But the music makes us see what
happens. As Wagner wanted, the drama is contained within the music.”2

Seattle Opera’s staging of the final moments of the Ring, as directed by
Stephen Wadsworth, was met with some confusion at its initial presentation
in 2001. New York Times critic Anthony Tommasini, who generally lavished
praise on the production, found fault with the ending and repeated his con
cerns in a May 2009 article.3 In our current cyber age, his comments stirred up
a bit of controversy in the blogosphere.

2. Magic Fire, Broke?J Vows, and Passionate Love: Speight Jenkins’ Guide to Wagner’s Ring, audio CD, 2005
3. Anthony Tommasini, “Cods in Castles and Mobile Homes’~ New York Times, May 22, 2009

A jubilant Flosshilde (Jennifer Hines) holds aloft the recovered ring
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“Anthony Tommasini wrote an interesting article for the New York Times
on Sunday about current productions of the Rin& I have to quibble with Mr.
Tommasini when he says about the Seattle Ring ‘The one miscalculation the
director Stephen Wadsworth made in his imaginative Ring for the Seattle op
era, which I saw at its premiere in 2001, was the ending of Goiterdârnmerung
This outdoorsy, environmental staging: the “green Ring” returns to the com
pany this summer. At its conclusion, as the river overflows its banks and the
ring is returned to the Rhinemaidens, the gods appear out ofnowhere in some
nether realm, exchanging congratulatory hugs, now that the curse is broken
and the natural order restored. No! The gods should be kaput.’

I’m sorry if it looked to Mr. Tommasini, in 2001, as if our gods survived the
apocalypse. In 2005, with the increased technical possibilities of McCaw Hall
(as opposed to 2001’s Seattle Opera House), it was more clear that the gods
were hugging each other in farewell; that they would not in fact survive. I’m
also fascinated by his description of Seattle’s Ring as ‘outdoorsy’ and ‘environ
mental’. More to come on that later.. ,“~

By 2005, following the opening of McCaw Hall, the ending of GUtterdlim
merung had changed immensely. The new hall contains a critical feature sadly
missing from the old house: traps beneath the stage. Hagen vanished via a
trap dooc the gods were assembled on a platform which descended via an
elevator at the time of their demise. Members of the public and critics alike
lauded the improved staging:

“The finale always presents a huge staging challenge. This year’s imagina
tive restaging has a handsome live horse (the one Brunnhilde is to ride into
the flames), a powerful confrontation between BrUnnhilde and Hagen with
the former suddenly tossing the hotly contested ring to the airborne Rhine-
maidens, and a fascinating tableau in which Valhalla slowly rises aloft—com
plete with Wotan and all the gods, now white-haired with age.

“Finally the clouds clear away, and the original forest set is restored in all
its pristine natural glorij It’s a thrilling conclusion to four glorious nights of
opera.”5

Not everyone was absolutely won over by the transformation, however, The
Fall 2005 issue of Leitmotive featured a review positive in nearly every aspect ex
cept the staging of the final moments:

“The finale of Gdtterdilnnnerung had become altogether more convincing:
there is no longer any doubt that the Gods perish, ‘entirely consumed by fire:

4. Commentary by lonathan Dea,~ Seattle Opera Education Artistic Administrator, httpWseattleop
era.blogspot.com/ May 28,3)09
5. Melinda Bargreea “Best for Last 4th Opera Caps Rb~ Seattle Thages, August 25,3)05
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Is it carping to suggest that after the magical effect of so much real fire onstage
the cyclorama flames here were an anticlimax, and there it was underwhelm
ing simply to have swirling clouds for much of the final four minutes when the
orchestra is all about elemental, momentous things? If this Ring is filmed or
videoed—and no Ring during the last thirty years has better claims to cin
ematic immortality—this is one section that could do with further attention
and development. All imperfections were redeemed by the final stage picture,
which was emblematic of this radiantly positive American Ring. It shows the
forest glades from the Valhalla scene of Rheingold and the fallen ash (no) (or
sequoia?) burgeoning now with new growth and new life.”6

So what would 2009 hold? Many of us had experienced the production in its
previous incarnations and hence had preconceived biases. Over half of the cast,
however, was new to this production. How would their performances affect the
overall experience and the critically important ending?

Whatever an audience member’s perceptions of, or reactions to, the ending
may be, it is difficult to imagine anyone leaving less than exhilarated. I had the
great fortune to attend two cycles this year, at the first of which the computers
controlling the stage machinery malfunctioned in Acts I and II of GOtterddm
merung, each time forcing Maestro Robert Spano to stop the orchestra. Discus
sion ensued among the audience at the second intermission along with pleas to
Valhalla to spare the closing scene from such a fate!

Let us hear the reactions of two very perceptive Ring participants, begin
ning with Rick Davis from Canton, Ohio:

“The final five minutes of the Ring must have cost a fortune The most
significant change this year was the ending to Gdtterdiirnmerung. As Brunnhil
de finishes singing, the sets go up, projection scrims come down, and the
Rhinemaidens are all back with Brunnhilde and Hagen. Then we are inside
of Valhalla with all of the gods gathered together on a platform. Wotan and
Fricka give each other a hug (I guess for old time’s sake), Loge ignites a flame,
and flames are projected all around. Then the scrims go up and we have a
wonderful outdoor scene from Rheingold with a pristine new world and new
growth sprouting out of everything. It truly left me speechless and I was un
able even to applaud for quite awhile.”7

Another seasoned Wagnerian, Terry Quinn, traveled from the U.K. to ex
perience this Ring production once again and offers his impressions:

“Gotterdarninertrng was the perfect end to a terrific Ring. The ending is per-

6. Dr. Paul Dawson-Bowling, ‘The Seattle Ring — 2005’~ Ls,miorn’r, volme 19, Number 3, Fall 2005.
7 This quotation originally appeared in the September 2009 issue of WSN~ — S-Notes, Sandra Moly
neaux, Editor. Reprinted with the permission of the author and the editor.
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haps the most complex piece of staging I and most of those I was with have
ever seen, Brunnhilde throws a blazing torch onto the bier and the fire engulfs
the stage. Crane returns to be led into the fire. (The real name of the horse is
appropriate—Star!) On the return of the nature motif the Rhine floods and
the Rhine Daughters reappear, swimming above the drowning Hagen. Ev
erything fades behind a scrim with projections of both fire and water as the
music builds. Then after the final pause, the music that was previously known
as the redemption motif, but now relabeled as the glorification of Brunnhilde,
appears together with one final appearance of the Siegfried motif.

“The scrim lifts to show the return of the opening scene from Rheingold
with trees, rocks, moss and all. But growing from the trunk of the decaying
fallen tree are three new saplings signifying the start of a new world. The
scene becomes progressively brighter up to the climactic ending. The effect is
stunningly beautiful. Most Rings end on a decided downer, this one is uplift
ing and uniquely optimistic.”8

With at least four scene changes in fewer than five minutes, it is understand
able that some observers were perplexed. A friend who attended previous cycles
insisted that this time she saw Brunnhilde amidst the gods on the platform as
they met their ending. I tried to persuade her that she was looking at some
other character, that Brunnhilde was already consumed by the fire before the
gods’ appearance. Only after a call to the Seattle Opera office was she con
vinced that it was Waltraute whom she spotted. Another attendee was certain
that he saw the broken pieces of Wotan’s spear protruding from Loge’s chest,
as the Norns describe in the prologue. Really? How did I miss that, I won
dered? It turns out that I didn’t miss it nor did you: the observer was anticipat
ing such an image and incorrectly believed it to have been included.

For me, the most important enhancement to the conclusion of Gdtterdiim
,nernng was Wotan’s clear recognition of the ring’s recovery by the Rhine
Daughters. Seconds before Valhalla and the gods perished, Wotan, portrayed
by Creer Crimsley, stepped forward to acknowledge Flosshilde swimming
away with the ring she had received from Brunnhilde. Here was a prime ex
ample of Mr. Wadsworth adhering not only to Wagner’s stage directions, but
more importantly, to the directions indicated in the “graphic painting by the
orchestra” that Mr. Jenkins referenced.

Whatever our interpretation of the ending of the Ring, or our perception
of Stephen Wadsworth’s staging, we exited the performance enlightened and,
for many of us, embarking on a state of serious Ring withdrawal. “We really

8. tbid.
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have to wait until 2013 to see this production again?” lamented a devotee at
the post-performance Q&A session. “Four more years is a long time!” tweeted
one of my Twitter followers. I will close with a quote from an educator who
contributed immeasurably to the appreciation of the Ring for scores of audi
ences, the late Director of Education at Seattle Opera, Perry Lorenzo. In his
concluding remarks on Gdtterdiimmerung, he stated “. the Ring is an open
work and it has to find its meaning’s fulfillment in our own personal explora
tion of it.”9

— Lisa Burkett

9. Exploring the Ring with Perry Lorenzo, Disc Four: Gotterdarnrnerung, audio CD, 2001.

Amidst the assembly of the gods, Loge (Kobie van Rensburg) lights the flame signaling
their demise (with Stephanie Blythe as Fricke and Greer Grimsley as Wotan).Although
not clearly shown in this photograph, the platfor;n on which the assembled gods were
standing (in the 2009 production) was a quite large replica of the top (capital) of an an
cient Greek, Corinthian column. Our editor sees this as a masterstroke in that this specific
type of column brings forth in the audience’s mind, consciously or unconsciously, an
association with governments—this because governments’ buildings so often use Greek
architectural motifs. In this case, it is a government that is about to disappeai; as the
gods are about to die from the fire. Although the power of the ring reverts to Nature as
represented by the Rhine Daughters, they have demonstrated that their ability to protect
that power is limited. What the future holds is most uncleaL
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In Das Rheingold, Erda (Maria Streijffrrt) has a somewhat chummy con- In Die Walkure, it can be deeply moving when Brihinhilde (Janice Baird)
versation with Wotan (Greer Grims1ey~. So often the characters in Wag- sings the Todesverkundigung (announcement of Siegmund’s (Stuart Skel
ncr’s operas stand still and sing at each other In Wadsworth’s Seattle pro- ton) soon to come deathi She is high above him in her itiost magisterial
duction there was much touching. form. Sieglinde (Maigaret Jane Wra& is asleep to time right, just outside tins
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Leitmotive

A Great Ring That Only Gets Better

Seattle Opera Refines Its Authentic Production

I. Myth Undisturbed

Probably the single most important element of this production is that the my
thology that Wagner wrote into the work is fully intact—and, equally signifi
cant, nothing that he did not write was gratuitously added. Obviously many
other things are also very notable in this presentation, but unlike almost all
other current productions, worldwide, Seattle has been true to what Wag
ner wrote. Perhaps not everyone sees that as a virtue; some opera-goers are
mainly interested in the singing and do not miss being moved by the totality
of the presentation—an experience that can be extraordinary (as it was in
Seattle). Others doubtless find that clever modifications to what Wagner wrote
are entertaining—again, being moved by the totality of Wagner’s work is not
particularly important to them, and that is their privilege. But for those of us
who come to the Ring to get its full impact and to be emotionally moved, stick
ing with Wagner is important.~

II. The Greek Influence - Mythology

Virtually everyone who reads this article knows that Wagner was enor
mously impressed with the ancient Greeks and especially with their drama
—which, as contrasted to the European opera of Wagner’s time, involved the
entire community, both the economically poor and the economically privi
leged, alike. Further, as the basis for their stories, the Fifth Century B.C. Greek
plays employed the then current Greek mythology, which was widely familiar
to almost every member of the Greek community. Wagner understood the

1. I do not mean to suggest that the staging need be as Wagner produced it in 1876. On the contrary,
Wieland Wagner (with the assistance of Wolfgang), after World War II, produced what seem to have been
incredibly moving accounts (unfortunately, I never was able to attend any of them). But Wieland did not
tamper with Wagner’s story: the myth was intact. And there have been other productions that do not dis
tort Wagner’s story.
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key importance of mythology as a means of imparting ideas in his drama that
the community members (German) all understood and as a powerful means
of expressing the realities of life itself, Accordingly, he saw myth as being a
fundamental building block for his Ring.2
Although Wagner used Morse and Germanic mythology in the Ring, a key to
understanding the Ring is that one notice that mythology is a critically impor
tant part, possibly the single most important constituent of the entire work.
Wagner wrote- ~ length of the importance of myth’ and of how it conveys to
the observers fundamentals about life and the world, but without the distrac
tion of seeing ourselves on stage.

Understandably, accurate portrayal of the myth that Wagner wrote into his
Ring will not, by itself, necessarily make an exciting production.

III. Gesamtkunstwerk

In addition to Wagner’s use of myth, most readers also have some familiar
ity with Wagner’s concept of Gesa,,itlcunstwerk. I—Ic wrote extensively on this
matter where he examines and praises the idea of bringing all of the arts to
gether—an “integration of the arts”—in opera.4 Each art forni, e.g. singing,
orchestral music, drama, etc., has the capacity by itself to move us— to bring
forth in us an emotional response. Because of the potential power that each
art form has within itself, Wagner felt, that if the several different art forms
are presented to the spectator simultaneously, each carrying an emotional jolt
in the direction of his story, then the total reaction in the audience would be
much greater than if fewer were used, Thus not only is the singing impor
tant for Wagner, but similarly the acting, the music, the poetry, the costumes,
the staging, the lighting, etc.—each has its role in achieving the sought-after
end—which is to deeply move all of those watching and hearing. And, most
importantly, each of these art forms must be fashioned to work together with
all of the others so as to achieve the desired end.

Accordingly, the music and the poetry must be synchronized—they and all
of the other arts employed must work together towards the goal of moving the

2. A most interesting and useful account of this part of wagner’s background is Wagner and Aesehylns
by Michael Ewans (London: Faber and Faber, 1982). Also particularly useful in understanding the myth
in wagner’s works is Dninta and the World of Richard Wagner, by Dieter Borchmeyer (Princeton, Princeton
University Press, 2003). Originally published by Insel verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 2002.
3. One example of many: “The incomparable thing about [myth] is, that it is true for all time, and its con
tent...is inexhaustible throughout the ages.” Ope~’a and Drama: ~ Ii (included in Richard Wagner’s Prose
Works, Volume 2). Trans., William Ashton Ellis. (London: K. Paul, Trench, Trhbner, 1893). Reprinted 1995,
University of Nebraska Press. p.l91. The reprinted volume is titled Opera and Drama.
4. A comparatively short essay on this subject ‘vas earlier published in this journal. It has five parts start
ing with the Fall 1998 issue, written by Dr. David Ostwald, these back issues are available as a set of five for
$17, postpaid in the U.S.
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audience. The current Seattle Opera Ring probably comes closer to achieving
this than any other production of the work anywhere in the world today.

The reason for this pre-eminence is that so many other contemporary Ring
productions are examples of “regie theatre”—productions where the direc
tor’s pet ideas supplant the ideas that Wagner left us. In short, the director’s
ego, in these productions, has become more important than Wagner’s story:
a new story, the director’s own, is introduced. The inevitable result is that the
many elements of the Gesamtkunstzverk that Wagner had conceived get mixed
up and no longer all support each other: sometimes in such productions they
even are in direct conflict with each other.’

Stephen Wadsworth (Director of the Seattle Opera Ring in each of its sev
eral complete productions beginning in 2001), told the audience at a sympo
sium held in August 2009 (on the day between performances of Die Walküre
and Siegfried) that in Seattle they produce the work as Wagner had written it.
And with very minor exceptions, this is certainly true — and bravely at odds
with almost every other important current Ring production in the world. Wad
sworth and Jenkins believe that Wagner knew what he was doing and respect
his great art—current fads elsewhere to the contrary notwithstanding!

IV. Subtle Changes

The August 2009 performances in Seattle constituted the third time that
the Wadsworth Ring has been given. At each succeeding series of presenta
tions, the basic production has been the same, i.e. scenery, costumes, lighting,
etc. However, and of major importance, there have been a number of subtle
revisions and changes, that, in each instance, have resulted in a significant
increase of the work’s impact on the audience.

As an example, consider the extraordinarily poignant scene at almost the
very end of Die Walkiire where Wotan tells Brunnhilde that he is going to put
her into a long sleep and that the first man who comes along will awaken her
and claim her as his bride. She pleads that this will result in essentially any
man, of no character whatever, forcing her to succumb to his will. At the least,
she urges, place a ring of fire around her so that no one but a true hero will be

5. A single, recent example might be the Washington,Dc—san Francisco Operas’ ending of Dos RIzein
gold where Wagner has the gods cross a rainbow bridge to enter Waihalla. The music is among the most
serious, dignified and stately that Wagner ever wrote. Obviously the gods are quite solemn as they prepare
to enter their new fortress with much hope that it will protect them from the realities of the world: it is a
profoundly reflective moment for them. At this point, in the noted staging, the gods are dressed in the
casual clothes of the Hampton’s of 1930 walking up the gangplank of a yacht, apparently going for a cruise
around Long Island Sound—completely oblivious to the uncertain and threatening nature of their world.
Here this production ignores Wagner’s story resultingin the destruction of the entire mythological-musical
relationship— the Gesamlknnstzverk.
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able to take her. Wotan agrees, but Brunnhilde continues to implore Wotan to
leave her awake and in charge of herself. Of course, he does not go back on
his decision, and ultimately he prepares to place her in a sleeping position on
her rock, she all the while beseeching him to leave her in a state of freedom.

Wotan rejects all of her supplications and as he finally places her in her
concluding position, preparatory to her long sleep, Wadsworth has Brunnhil
de silently but pleadingly look up at her father while gently raising her left arm
towards him in this, her last effort to achieve forgiveness and freedom. That
effort fails.

For me, it was at most a minor gesture, but devastating: this girl full well
understands what is about to happen to her, but resists to the very end, how
ever so humbly and quietly.

It all happened in an instant, but it welled up, in me, the awful reality of
what was happening to a young woman about whom we have come to care
and whose sin actually seems pretty minor. It was a moment when I (and
doubtless many others) suddenly grasped in but a second the sadness and
inevitability of what life itself truly can be.

I am confident that Wagner wanted exactly the response that I experi
enced; and the wonder is that Wadsworth discovered how to bring it about:
such subtleties are extraordinarily illusive, but, even though quite small in
the grand scheme of the work, still, they move us deeply. And after the first
instance in which we are moved, others come more easily.

I must add that not having seen a video of earlier renditions of the Wad
sworth Seattle Ring, I obviously cannot be absolutely certain that this brief
but powerful snippet did not occur before, but was missed by me (remember,
this gesture of Brunnhilde’s takes but a split second and had I scratched my
eyelid I would have missed iO. Also, and because there were a number of cast
changes in this, the most recent presentation, it is possible some of the “subtle
changes” were initiated by the singers: even so, Wadsworth had to approve
and believe the result of each would be a real enhancement.

But even if it did occur before, there were a number of other such nuances
that Wadsworth has woven into his whole that grabbed me. Examples include
when in Act III of Siegfried our hero quickly kisses Brunnhilde’s cheek, and,
after he has moved back, she lightly touches, with her finger, the spot that he
had kissed. To me this clearly demonstrated that while Brunnhilde may well
be a warrior maiden, she also was a woman and had feelings: seeing her as a
person with feelings caused me to connect with her unlike in most produc
tions where she tends to be a one-dimensional fighter—to accept her as a
feeling person drew me into her role and her place in the entire, huge drama.
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Early in Gotterdämmerung, when Waltraute (Stephanie Blythe~ visits Brunnhil
de (Janice Baird) on her rock, begging her to return the ring to the Rhine Daughters,
Briinnhilde refuses. Unlike most productions, the two sisters clasp each othe, thereby
emphasizing their emotional exchange.

Siegfried (Stig Andersen) and Briinnhilde (Janice Baird) on her rock (it is enormous, the
set weighing an actual 20,000 pounds). He is about to leave on his Rhine Journey with
her horse, Grane. Usually live animals distract the spectators from the drama, but in
Seattle it seemed perfectly natural.
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Obviously the singer playing BrUnnhilde in that act has a great deal to
think about, especially the major singing that she must do. I do not know if the
singers react painfully to Wadsworth’s requests to remember these added bits
of acting or if they agree with him. Whatever the case may be, a little tingle
went down my spine when she gave us this crumb of evidence of her charac
ter’s emotion—emotion that was immediately transmitted to us.

In Scene 1 of Rheiiigold the gold is on the top of a rather large rock, high up.
Further, the rock is not easily accessible. When it is time for Alberich to steal
the gold, in this production, he first must make a significant leap up onto the
rock: that effort underscored the intensity of his drive to gain power. Had he
simply been able easily to walk up to the gold, we would not have understood
his resolve—believing and understanding that resolve is important for us if
we are to be drawn in and live the drama as it unfolds. And this is necessary
if we are to experience the emotional impact from the work that it is fully ca
pable of producing when done well, as in Seattle.

In Act II of Die Walküre at one point Wotan gently strokes Brunnhilde’s
cheek— an obvious reflection of his affection for her. Without this brief move
ment, we might intellectually understand from the words that he loves his
daughter, but we would likely not feel his love. For us to be connected, we
need to feel that love.

In Act III the Walkure sisters bid good-bye to l3runnhilde: it is teary. That is
meaningful for the audience and, again, draws us into the drama.

After all, the Ring is a gigantic metaphor for human life and that is a major
reason why it is so extraordinarily fascinating. With his Ring, Wagner presents
us a story that is akin to a fairy tale. Accordingly, we do not immediately see
it as a representation of human life. As a consequence, we consider what is
happening on stage differently than we would if we viewed the work as a very
long morality lesson, aimed at us. But actually the Gods behave pretty much
like humans; they encounter moral problems, they interact with each other
as humans interact, ultimately they die—all like us. Wagner uses this ploy to
reduce our preconceived notions (e.g., recognizing ourselves on stage accom
panied by everything we know about us), about what we are experiencing. In
time, we at least unconsciously recognize that the Ring is really about us.

Another little touch was in the first act of Götterddninierung during the
Waltraute scene when Brunnhilde gently, but perceptibly, weeps at the news
Waltraute gives her (the latter sung by Stephanie Blythe: a wonder if there ever
was one. Actually the whole cast was quite strong and well balanced in this
production; it is just that Ms. Blythe blows your socks off.)

Each of these nuances is short and hardly cataclysmic, yet as a whole their
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cumulative effect is to draw us in and help us to experience the power of this
awesome work.

Subtleties are not easy for the stage director to pull off—it is much easier
to make clever changes to Wagner’s story, but when that is done, usually the
result is not nearly as impressive to the audience as doing what Wadsworth
has done in Seattle.

There were many more examples of Wadsworth’s directing art. I recognize
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that not everyone has the same reactions as Ito what they see on the stage.
Doubtless there are those who are quite excited by one “regie” director’s clev
erness6 or that of another. And that is fine.

V. All Good Things Must End

But a great many of us are ever so grateful that Seattle Opera, its General
Director, Speight Jenkins, and his chosen director for this Ring, Stephen Wad
sworth, have put together such a magnificent production for us. Among other
things, for me, and I believe for many others, the director having concentrated
on those nuances that can move the audience had wonderful results: this Ring
is the most moving one that I have ever seen (out of about 50) and in each
iteration only becomes more so.

When the final curtain came down and the lengthy, tumultuous applause
subsided, I got up from my orchestra level seat to leave. Of course I was elated
and thrilled, but also this third series of the Seattle Ring was a sobering ex
perience: I realized, sadly, that what I had just seen was today in all the world
unique—not available elsewhere. I so hope to see it the last time it is given,
in 2013. After that, where do we who love Wagner go if we seek an authen
tic production? Understanding the motivation of the general directors of the
world’s opera companies is puzzling: why do they permit their stage directors
to so distort Wagner’s masterpiece? Can it be simply that they want to be hip?
I would guess not. But it is discouraging and sad.

As I neared the doorway, Speight Jenkins was standing directly in front of
me, looking at me. I-Ic said, “Well, what did you think?”

Much moved and deep in thought, I could respond with but one word:
“Overwhelming.”

He thrust his hand out to shake mine and, grinning with his trademark
smile, he said, “Good!”

Actually it was better than good—it was the best there is. I have no doubt
but that Wagner would have loved it. Can we ask for more?

—Robert S. Fisher

6. A New York Times columnist recently wrote of the Los Angeles Siegfried, that in that opera wagner
had completely forgotten about Fricka and therefore the director had taken it upon himself (contrary to
Wagner’s libretto), to have her appear in the first act, thereby reinforcing her role as Wotan’s conscience.
My reaction to such cleverness is that (1) it is highly doubtful that Wagner forgot anything at all about his
Ring and (2) by showing Fricka, the director has only succeeded in distracting the audience from the issues
on which Wagner intended the audience to be concentrating. Had Wagner felt adding Fricka at this point
would enhance the spectators’ response to the work, he would have written it into the libretto. Further,
it doesn’t seem to me that there is much evidence that Wagner, especially with respect to drama, was an
ignoramus.
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19th CENTURY BAYREUTH: 11

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Editor,

I enjoyed reading the Winter ‘08—’09 issue (Volume 23, Number 4), which con
tained the articles on Harry Kupfer’s Ring in Bayreuth, 1988, and on the revival
of the Cotz Friedrich Ring in Berlin. There is an interesting anecdote I can relate
concerning “deviating” from Wagner.

In 1988, David Dalto, Steve Sokolow and I all thought that the Funeral March
scene in Kupfer’s Bayreuth Ring was a master stroke. As Siegfried’s body lay alone
center stage, a large pit opened up, taking the body down with it. Wotan entered
from one side and knelt by the edge of the pit, throwing the broken pieces of
his spear into it. Then Brunnhilde appeared from the other side, and knelt by
the edge. They stared at each other across the pit for the duration of the funeral
march, with Siegfried’s body in the pit between them. (Judy Bogart, reviewing the
‘89 performance, also thought they stared at each other.) A couple of days after
our show, Steve had a chance to talk with Mr. IKupfer, and he mentioned how
great an idea it was to have the two characters stare at each other over the dead
body of Siegfried. Kupfer said, “No, no, they don’t see each other. They are just
staring at the body.” Kupfer that year was often criticized for “deviating” from
Wagner. David, Steve and L in our imaginations, had “deviated” from Kupfer.

One quick note on the cast: Dr. Cicora mentions that Anne Evans sang
Brünnhilde. Actually, Ms. Evans took over the role in1989, and it is she who ap
pears on the DVD. In 1988, the role was sung by Deborah Polaski.

Paul Schofield

Cositna’s Gibichung Hall in the 1897 production of Gotterdammerung. Although most
of this scenery was canvas stretched on wood frames, the message is clear that we are
in an ancient ruler’s impressive castle, complete with mythic animals atop the columns.
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