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‘The erudite and extraordinary Roger Scruton has written a terrific book on Wagner’ Salley Vickers, Observer, Books of the Year 

‘His book is no mere dispassionate analysis of a cultural phenomenon, but a deeply felt rallying call for the view of humanity and its place in the cosmos that Scruton sees as embodied in the Ring … Scruton brilliantly teases out the connections between the conception of the Ring and the idealist philosophy of writers such as Hegel, in whose work Wagner was steeped [and] analyses fascinatingly and convincingly how Wagner’s drama embodies, in its twists and turns, the Hegelian struggle, the “dialectic”, between matter and spirit, power and freedom’ Adam Lively, Sunday Times

‘Exceptionally readable … There is a poet inside Scruton, and some of his writing contains a lambent quality which casts familiar moments in a new light … a depth of insight that makes this book required reading for anyone who wants to understand the inter relationship between music and drama in the Ring’ Jonathan Gaisman, Standpoint

‘Admirably lucid … a perceptive and detailed account … constantly enlightening commentary’ Lucy Beckett, Tablet

‘Michael Tanner [is], with Sir Roger Scruton, the leading authority on Wagner in Britain today’ Simon Heffer, Telegraph

‘He writes about the music authoritatively but comprehensibly … lucidly, cogently and even entertainingly … [Scruton] brings a philosopher’s toolkit to the task of reaching the heart of what he sees as an essentially philosophical work … Scruton’s enthusiasm is infectious … he has a remarkable ability to convey in words the sonic world that Wagner created … After reading this tremendous homage to Wagner, not everyone will agree that The Ring of the Nibelung deserves to be called ‘The Ring of Truth’, but very few will deny that it contains a great deal of wisdom’ Tim Blanning, Literary Review

‘Powerful … a compassionate and humanist response to the Ring’ Neil Fisher, The Times

‘A brilliant gallop through the master’s religious, musical and philosophical contexts’ Sue Prideaux, Spectator

‘The most helpful and profound study of what matters about Wagner … on every page there are illuminations’ Michael Tanner, Spectator





Preface

This is a work of criticism and also of philosophy. I try to explain Wagner’s artistic achievement in his tetralogy of The Ring of the Nibelung, and also to use the work as a vehicle for philosophical reflection. I emphasize throughout that the meaning of The Ring cannot be understood without appreciating the music. That said, I have kept technical analysis to a minimum, confined detailed description of the music to one chapter (Chapter 4) and placed all musical examples, leitmotifs included, in the Appendix.

The book began life as a series of three lectures delivered in 2005 in Princeton, under the auspices of the Council for the Humanities. Sarah-Jane Leslie attended those lectures and vigorously contested my interpretation of the cycle. I am very grateful to her for her combative encouragement over the years, and for persuading me to take the character of Brünnhilde far more seriously than I was then inclined. I owe a debt of thanks to Paul Heise, whose extraordinary dedication to Wagner’s masterpiece has been an inspiration to my work, and whose comments on an earlier version have greatly clarified the argument. I am also indebted to Andreas Dorschel, who put me right on many points both scholarly and philosophical.

I have learned much from the keen and constructive criticism offered by Philip Kitcher and Robin Holloway, and have depended from the beginning on the generous encouragement and insight of two friends, Jonathan Gaisman and Robert Grant, without whose broad knowledge and musical culture I would have been many times led astray. Finally I owe a special thanks to my publisher, Stuart Proffitt, whose attentive criticism of earlier drafts has led to radical changes for the better.

Scrutopia, 2015




[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

Introduction:
The Work and the Man

Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung is one of the greatest works of art produced in modern times, and in this book I interpret it in terms that I hope will show its relevance to the world in which we live. Enormous obstacles stand in the way of this endeavour, by no means the least of them being Richard Wagner, whose vast ambitions and titanic character have made him into a regular target of denigration in our anti-heroic age. From the point of view of his posthumous reputation, Wagner’s life was riddled with mistakes. He made no secret of his anti-semitism, and broadcast it to the world in a notorious pamphlet.* He provided the story and the characters that would, in their Nazi caricature, become the icons of German racism. He scandalously mistreated those who subsidized his extravagant life, including his erratically devoted sovereign, King Ludwig II of Bavaria. He had a penchant for the wives of other men, and in his most notorious tribute to forbidden sexual relations, portrayed incest in terms that were both sympathetic and the raw material for subsequent racist fantasies.

Nor did his mistakes end with his death. Not only did he become Hitler’s favourite composer, but the Nazi caricature of the Jew was read back into Wagner’s villains. Alberich, Mime and Klingsor were regularly presented on the German stage as though imagined by Dr Goebbels, and his theatre at Bayreuth was used to turn Wagner into the founder and high priest of a new and sinister religion. As a result of these mistakes, only some of which are strictly attributable to Wagner, the tendency has arisen to treat the composer’s works as expressions of his personality, to analyse them as exhibits in a medical case study, and to create the impression that we can best understand them not for what they say but for what they reveal about their creator.

The tendency is already present in the polemics with which Nietzsche tried to break from the enchanter who had cast such a spell on him (The Case of Wagner, 1888, and Nietzsche Contra Wagner, 1895). But it gathered strength in the early years of the twentieth century, when the habit arose of treating works of art as journeys into the inner life of their creator. From the first days of psychoanalysis, Wagner’s works were singled out as both confirming and demanding a psychoanalytic reading. Their super-saturated longing, their cry for redemption through sexual love, their exaltation of Woman as the vehicle of purity and sacrifice – all these features have naturally suggested, to the psychoanalytical mind, incestuous childhood fantasies, involving a fixation on the mother as wife. Such is the interpretation maintained by Max Graf and Otto Rank, both writing in 1911.1 Thereafter the habit of reading the works in terms of the life became firmly established in the literature, not only among Wagner’s detractors, but also among his admirers, as we find in Paul Bekker’s sympathetic study of 1924, Wagner: Das Leben im Werke.

Later, writing in reaction to the Nazi cult of Wagner, and using the heavy machinery of Frankfurt-school Marxism, Theodor Adorno attacked the composer as a symbol of all that was hateful in the culture of nineteenth-century Germany, a purveyor of ‘phantasmagoria’ whose aim and effect are to falsify reality.2 More recently Robert Gutman, in his comprehensive study of 1968, Richard Wagner: The Man, His Mind and His Music, presented Wagner as a proto-Nazi and a ‘characterless ogre’. The accusation was rubbed in obsessively by Marc A. Wiener in his book of 1995, Richard Wagner and the Anti-Semitic Imagination. And the habit of psychoanalysing the composer through his works has continued. The most influential recent examples of this – Jean-Jacques Nattiez’s Wagner Androgyne and Joachim Köhler’s Richard Wagner: Last of the Titans – see anti-semitism as the meaning and Oedipal confusion as the cause of just about everything the master composed.3 Even Barry Millington, otherwise alert to the musical argument, can write as though anti-semitism is somewhere near the top of Wagner’s musical and intellectual agenda.4 This reading has strongly influenced the discussion and performance of Wagner’s works in France, where revenge on Wagner was for some time an almost obligatory part of the intellectual’s apprenticeship.5 Although the charges against Wagner’s art have been powerfully rebutted by Michael Tanner and Brian Magee,6 something needs to be added to the case for the defence, if we are to treat Wagner’s works for what they are, rather than for what they reveal, or are thought to reveal, about their creator.

Wagner himself wrote a striking autobiography. It tells the story of a fraught and difficult life and abounds in expressions of love and gratitude, as well as self-praise. The book reinvents its author as a symbol of the emerging Germany, is catty and mendacious about Meyerbeer, and is less than generous to Mendelssohn.7 But it steers clear of ardent nationalist and anti-semitic sentiments. Written at the request of King Ludwig II and dictated to Wagner’s second wife Cosima, it was issued in a small edition to be circulated among Wagner’s friends. But it is now regularly mined for the hidden flaws in the composer’s character, and for the proof – however fleeting and arcane – that in this or that respect he was just as ordinary as the rest of us, even though the mind revealed in the book is one of the most extraordinary and comprehensive that has ever existed. Its failure to protect Wagner’s reputation, either from false friends or from implacable enemies, is reflected in modern productions of Wagner’s one attempt to portray the day-to-day life of the German people: Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg, now routinely understood as an apology for all the things that are alarming in the popular caricature of Germany.

Such a reading reflects the lamentable triumph of Hitler’s view of Germany over Wagner’s: a triumph reflected in our school curriculum, in university courses, in popular culture and in the media. It ought to be clear to every educated listener that Die Meistersinger, completed in 1867, is not about the new Germany of the nation state, which, through an unexpected turn of history, came into being in 1871, but about the old Germany of the Holy Roman Empire. (Alas, it wasn’t clear to Dr Goebbels, who allegedly attended 100 performances of the work, surely without understanding what it means.) Wagner’s Nuremberg is a self-contained city, in which autonomous corporations maintain order and meaning without depending on a centralized nation state, in which local ties are sustained by religion, family and the ‘little platoons’ of civil society, and whose peace is symbolized in the serene F major melody of the night-watchman, as he obstinately disregards the dissonant G flat of his own policeman’s horn. Die Meistersinger is one of the few great works of art in which the central character is a corporate person rather than an individual,* and it paints a moving portrait of all that the Germans lost when Napoleon forced them to join the modern world – the world made in France. The destruction of the old Germany is one of the critical factors to take into account if we are to understand not only Wagner’s philosophy, but the real meaning, for us as much as for him, of the Ring cycle.

Wagner extracted his heroes from the archetypes of folk tales. As in so many ‘rags to riches’ children’s stories, they tend to be orphans, or else to arrive, like Walther von Stolzing in Die Meistersinger and Lohengrin and Parsifal in the eponymous operas, from an inexplicable ‘elsewhere’. They are on the surface antagonistic to the existing social order; but their antagonism is gradually overcome, often by some wise father-figure like Sachs or Gurnemanz, who is able to understand and forgive. Modern commentators seem to prefer the revolutionary philosophy of Wagner’s Dresden years to the later endorsement of civil society and the ethic of renunciation. But that endorsement, made explicit in Die Meistersinger and Parsifal, is the true tendency of all the mature dramas, and is evinced in a final reconciliation between youthful adventure and aged restraint. The outward form of this reconciliation is presented in the last act of Die Meistersinger, and its inner price is the theme of Parsifal. If we wish to read those works psychoanalytically, then they should be interpreted, not as expressions of Oedipal confusion, but as tributes to the rediscovered father – a wanderer’s attempt to come home. If Wagner’s stepfather, Geyer, lies at the back of this, that only confirms the account of him given in My Life, as an object of love.

In the human relations that mattered to him, Wagner’s first concern was to dominate. But there are human beings who flourish under domination and who also encourage it – Cosima Wagner was one of them. And it was only by dint of his overpowering ego that Wagner was able to bring his astonishing artistic projects to completion. It is also true that Wagner suffered, both from his own bad behaviour and from the incomprehension with which he was treated. In his creative work he devoted himself to the highest of ideals, with no special pleading on his own behalf and with an urgent and objective vision of what is at stake in human life. Indeed, he was a great moralist, and the lessons expounded in his later works are as pertinent today as they were when he first announced them. He worked conscientiously on behalf of a vision that he wished urgently to share, and gave time and energy not merely to projects of his own but to the works that he admired, and to the public culture which for so long refused to admit him. He inspired love in both men and women, and was as likely to squander his borrowed money on others as on himself. All in all, and putting the supreme achievement of Wagner’s works against the wrongdoings of his life, I would say: how lucky were those who paid his debts. Alas, this is rarely the expressed opinion of the experts and the impresarios, and Wagner’s character continues to stand as an obstacle before all who attempt to understand his art.

The antagonism has made it almost impossible now to experience these works as their creator intended, since they are regularly produced in such a way as to satirize or deny their inner meaning. No work of Wagner’s has suffered more from this form of creative censorship than The Ring of the Nibelung, which tells the story of civilization, beginning at the beginning and ending at the end. In the immediate post-war years its pagan setting, its focus on the incestuous race of the Volsungs, and its vivid depictions of blond beasts in action were understandably hard to stomach. Even without the spectre of anti-semitism, its world of sacred passions and heroic actions offends against the sceptical and cynical temper of our times. The fault, however, lies not in Wagner’s tetralogy, but in the closed imagination of those who are so often invited to produce it.

The Ring began life as a single drama, devoted to the story of Siegfried’s death as Wagner had extracted and embellished it from his reading of the old German Nibelungenlied and the Icelandic Volsungasaga. As he worked on the dramatic poem and the music, over a period of twenty-five years, it was re-conceived as a religious festival, with the Oresteia of Aeschylus in mind. The Ring was to unfold a world-embracing myth, through intimate human dramas. Its characters were conceived both as believable people and as symbols of universal powers. By following their fate the audience would be led by natural sympathy towards a vision of redemption, in which human beings stand higher than the gods.

This is the aspect of the cycle that we modern listeners most need to appreciate. In recent years, however, the fashion has been to follow the famous Bayreuth production of 1976, when Pierre Boulez sanitized the music, and Patrice Chéreau satirized the text. Since that ground-breaking venture, The Ring has been regarded as an opportunity to deconstruct not Wagner only but the whole conception of the human condition that glows so warmly in his music. The Ring is deliberately stripped of its legendary atmosphere and primordial setting, and everything is brought down to the quotidian level, jettisoning the mythical aspect of the story, so as to give us only half of what it means. The symbols of cosmic agency – spear, sword, ring – when wielded by scruffy humans on abandoned city lots, appear like toys in the hands of lunatics.8 The opera-goer will therefore very seldom be granted the full experience of Wagner’s masterpiece. One reason for writing this book, and adding to what many might think to be the quite excessive literature devoted to its subject, is to enter a plea on behalf of a work that is more travestied than any other in the operatic repertoire, but whose vision is nevertheless as important to the times in which we live as it was to those of its creator.

The tetralogy presents a space on the very edge of history, fading here and there into hunter-gatherer darkness, emerging elsewhere into the crepuscular light of a civilization in which land has been claimed as property, and loyalty shaped by feudal ties. From the outset it is clear that nature and ambition are in conflict, and that the primordial equilibrium could be recovered only if our human dominion were relinquished. This overcoming of the will to power demands sacrifice of a kind that love alone can accomplish. That is what Brünnhilde – the Valkyrie who has, through compassion, fallen into the human world from the cold realm of the immortals – finally understands, as she joins her beloved Siegfried in death. The self-sacrifice of the individual rearranges the world, atones for the original sin of existence and in some way fulfils what we are. But whether it returns us to the natural order and whether that return is in any case desirable are questions to which the drama gives only ambiguous answers.

Primeval nature is invoked in the very first bars of Das Rheingold: a single chord, sustained for three minutes in root position, constantly mutating and yet endlessly the same. Soon we witness the gold of the Rhine, guarded by the Rhine-daughters, and stolen by Alberich the Nibelung, who forswears love in order to obtain it. In forging the gold as a ring, Alberich creates the power upon which civilization will come to depend – the power that sustains both law and leisure, but which shows itself more directly as servitude, labour and the ‘hoard’ of Alberich’s possessions.

Wagner goes on to tell the story of three worlds, which are also three regions of the human psyche: Nibelheim, the underworld, governed by power and exploitation; Valhalla, the realm of the gods, governed by law and treaty; and, in Die Walküre, the human world, in which love battles with law, and freedom with resentment. The music of Die Walküre expresses the work of love, and dramatizes the price that must be paid for love when we surrender to its claims on us.

Wagner was not in any straightforward sense a religious believer; but he took a profoundly religious view of the human condition. His aim in all the mature works was to give credibility to the thought that we are rescued by our ideals, despite their purely human origin, and also because of it. The gods, demi-gods and goblins portrayed in The Ring are personifications of our unconscious needs and strivings – they are thrown off by that great explosion of moral energy, whereby the human community emerges from the natural order and becomes conscious of its apartness. They therefore bear the marks of a deeper nature – a nature that is pre-conscious, pre-moral and un-free. Examine them too closely and their credentials dissolve. This Wagner wonderfully shows in the character of Wotan, chief of the gods, and also in the narrative that continuously questions him.

Christian doctrine holds that man was redeemed by God, when God took on our humanity. Wagner suggests rather that God is redeemed by man, who expiates the crimes required by the bid for eternal government. The gods are bound by the laws that they lay down for us. But we humans belong in the stream of time and change, and can act outside the law. Indeed, love requires us to do so, and the ‘law versus love’ theme, which Wagner and many of his contemporaries read into the ancient drama of Antigone, is one to which the composer constantly returned, always embellishing and qualifying, but never quite relinquishing it. The highest love, Wagner believed, is a relation between dying things, and also the only redeeming power. There is no redemption from death, but there is a kind of redemption in death. Hence it is only through incarnation in a human being, and through the enjoyment of a human freedom, that the gods can be rescued from their immortal remoteness, stepping from their altars to die beside the mortals who created them.

To realize that high romantic vision, the Wagnerian drama creates its own religious background, its own awareness of an ideal cosmic order. And this awareness shines through the deeds of god and hero in much the way that it shines through the actions on the Greek tragic stage. Who is to say whether Aeschylus or Sophocles really believed in the gods whom their characters worship and upon whose will they depend? What is sure, however, is that the tragedians believed in the religious need of their audience, and in the possibility that drama might speak to that need and offer consolation for our guilt and suffering. Just so with Wagner, who recognized that modern people, having lost their faith in the divine order, need another route to meaning than that once offered by religion. This is what The Ring aims to provide: a vision of the ideal, achieved with no help from the gods, a vision in which art takes the place of religion in expressing and fulfilling our deepest spiritual longings.

In the course of this book I naturally touch on the question of artistic meaning. When we elucidate the meaning of a work of art what exactly are we doing? What is the difference between discovering meaning in a work, and attaching meaning to it? And in what way does a work of art justify what we find in it, so as to give force and credibility to its inner vision? Those questions can be asked of any serious work of art. But they are especially difficult to answer in the case of Wagner, since the emotions in his dramas develop simultaneously in three ways: through the action on the stage, through the words of the principal characters, and through the music that binds everything together in a symphonic unity. The extraordinary process whereby events are captured from the stage and distilled into orchestral sound, there to be developed through their own musical logic and returned to the action in a transfigured form – this unsurpassed musical chemistry which is Wagner’s highest claim to genius – has never been fully elucidated. Yet it must always be kept in mind by anyone who wishes to know what the dramas really mean. In what would surely have been one of the most illuminating of all commentaries on The Ring had he lived to complete it, Deryck Cooke complains that the then existing accounts of the tetralogy refer only casually to the music, and expound the work as though the text alone were sufficient to present what happens.9 Moments of inner reflection, such as Wotan’s confession to his daughter in Act 2 of Die Walküre, or Siegfried’s soliloquy in the forest in Act 2 of Siegfried, are passed over as though the schematic words uttered by the characters contain a full account of their emotion. In fact these are moments of transition, in which the profoundest and most far-reaching psychic changes are accomplished – but accomplished in the music, with little or no help from the words.

In an intriguing chapter, Cooke addresses the question of the leitmotifs and their meaning, and I take up his argument in Chapter 4 of this book. There is also available, on the Decca label, the introduction prepared by Cooke for the Solti recording of the cycle, in which he clearly and genially explains the relations between leitmotifs and their role in shaping the drama. As he points out, there is no one-to-one correspondence between a leitmotif and the concept, idea or emotion that is first attached to it. The leitmotif has a potential to develop – but to develop musically. And it is by implanting the principal of musical development in the heart of the drama that Wagner is able to lift the action out of the events portrayed on the stage, and to endow it with a universal, cosmic and religious significance. Reflecting on his art in his later years Wagner insisted on this aspect, suggesting that what passes on the stage is nothing but ‘an act of music made visible’.10

Wagner’s treatment of his story is therefore replete with musical symbolism, and raises the question of how symbolism works. This question will occupy me in much of what follows, but it is perhaps worth pointing out at this stage that symbolism is not the same as allegory, even if allegory is a form of it. In allegory a story is told in which each character, each object and each action stands for something else – usually a universal concept – so that a narrative of concrete episodes forges a connection between abstract ideas. Much medieval literature is allegorical in that sense, and in an early and highly influential commentary Bernard Shaw gave an allegorical reading of the Ring cycle.11 More recently, in one of the most thorough accounts of The Ring to date, Paul Heise has defended a comparable allegorical interpretation, aligning the characters and actions of the drama with the forces at work in forging civilization from the raw material of nature.12 Heise derives his allegory from a close reading of the philosophy of Wagner’s early mentor Ludwig Feuerbach, as well as from the text and music of The Ring and Wagner’s own voluminous writings. The allegory is spelled out carefully, with the leitmotifs identified at every occurrence, so that the reader can click on to the score and hear the music. This invaluable aid to understanding the tetralogy has made it far easier for me to embark on my own account, by providing a step-by-step guide to the leitmotifs as they appear.

Heise’s allegory does, I believe, contain a core of truth: but it is a truth about The Ring as Wagner originally conceived it. The Ring as it finally emerged tells a rather different story, and tells it not through allegory but through a kind of concentrated symbolism that admits of no simple stepwise decipherment. Several recent commentators have explored the deeper meaning of this symbolism. Light has been cast by the Jungian account offered by Robert Donington, by the patient but incomplete work of Deryck Cooke, by the listener’s companion and concordance of J. K. Holman, by the engaging radio talks of Father Owen Lee and by the fascinating study of Wotan’s search for an ending by Philip Kitcher and Richard Schacht.13 Thanks to such works of criticism and analysis, some of which I consider in more detail in Chapter 5, Wagner’s artistic aims and musical language are beginning to be accorded their true artistic significance. The commentators just mentioned all agree that the music of The Ring is the wellspring from which the motives and emotions of the characters are drawn and their work encourages me to direct the reader to salient musical details whenever this casts light on the drama.

Among the many early commentaries one stands out, to my mind, as indispensable and that is the record of Wagner’s directions at the first Bayreuth performance, written down by the composer’s intimate friend and disciple, Heinrich Porges.14 Porges’s work offers a unique insight into Wagner’s own understanding of his masterpiece, and a moving account of a young musician’s response to its message. Although Porges did not venture a comprehensive analysis, he recounts, in his own words and also in Wagner’s, the dramatic significance of crucial passages in the score. All too brief, the book nevertheless shows that every note in the score was precious to the composer, had been thought over with the utmost care, and was accorded a definite dramatic significance.

It is ironic that Wagner’s detractors have had so little to say about this work, which was largely ignored by German musicologists and in due course suppressed by the Nazis. For Porges was one of many Jewish friends who regarded Wagner’s anti-semitism as a regrettable weakness rather than the heart of what he was as an artist and a man. Porges brings home to us the universal significance of a work in which the central motive is not German nationalism, racial supremacy, heroic triumph or any other of the bombastic themes foisted on Wagner by his false friends and real enemies, but a boundless sympathy for innocent suffering, whoever the victim might be.
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History and Culture

Like all great works of art, The Ring bears its meaning within itself, and can be understood by a musical person without enquiring into its origins or the life and ideas of its creator. However, it did not appear from nowhere, and some aspects of its meaning become easier to grasp when it is seen in the context from which it arose. Wagner lived at the end of cultural movements that have had a lasting impact on the way we see ourselves, as well as on the history and identity of Germany. In this chapter I summarize some of these movements, and the traces they left in Wagner’s outlook, as poet, philosopher and musician.

Wagner began writing the poem of The Ring in 1848, the year of revolutions across Europe, in one of which he played an active part. In the German-speaking lands these revolutions were inseparable from the growing nationalist feelings of the people, and the search for political identities that would coincide with perceived national borders. Wagner shared these nationalist feelings and saw his own art as a vindication of their legitimacy.

Nevertheless, we should bear in mind that German nationalism had only recently become overtly political. Before the French invasions of 1806/7 there had been no serious attempt to form a unified German state, and until the early years of the nineteenth century the geographical region that we now know as Germany was composed largely of cities and princedoms of the Holy Roman Empire, in which German was the vernacular language, and Christianity the established faith.

The Thirty Years War, precipitated by the religious conflict between Catholic and Protestant, had devastated Central Europe in the first part of the seventeenth century, and was brought to an end in the middle of that century by the Peace of Westphalia, which reshaped the German-speaking lands as a loose alliance of sovereign entities. The established religion of each such entity was to be decided by the secular power, choosing between Catholicism, Lutheranism and Calvinism, and forgoing any intention to impose that choice upon its neighbours.

In the German city-states there emerged thereafter a high culture, in which literature, philosophy, music, art and architecture were all spurred on by the rivalry of local sovereigns and the spread of Enlightenment ideas. By the last decades of the eighteenth century, during the so-called Goethezeit, when Goethe, Herder and Schiller flourished in Weimar, when Kant was at the height of his powers in the Prussian university of Königsberg, when Haydn and Mozart had established the classical style as the musical lingua franca of the German-speaking people and when the many sovereigns were vying over orchestras, universities, theatres and rococo palaces, the German lands were more than a match for France and Britain in their cultural and scientific accomplishments. In one matter, however, they were radically deficient, and that was military power. With the exception of Prussia, which had been only partially included in the Holy Roman Empire, and whose French-speaking King Frederick II (Frederick the Great) had devoted the resources of the state to building a disciplined army, the military arms of the German princedoms were more ceremonial than practical, and following the death of Frederick the Great in 1786 the Prussian army also entered a state of decline.

The Enlightenment loosened the hold of the Church and dimmed the aura of monarchical power. Educated people therefore began to define their attachments in other ways, many of them moved by the romantic national sentiment that focused on the folk poetry and folk tales of the German people. This sentiment was later to inspire the nostalgic feelings for home and landscape that were so memorably expressed by Hölderlin in poetry, Friedrich in painting, Weber in opera and Schubert in song. In its beginnings, however, in the late eighteenth century, romanticism served to create a false sense of security. Educated Germans were uniting around the idea of a land and a way of life that they were more able to rhapsodize over than to defend, and living within borders that would collapse at the first impact from outside. Only after Napoleon’s coup d’état did they begin to become aware of this.

By 1803 Napoleon, pursuing his grand strategy of European domination, had acquired all German territory on the left bank of the Rhine and abolished most of the smaller states and free cities of the Holy Roman Empire. Thereafter the princes had no choice but to accept what Napoleon offered, since they lacked the means to oppose it. Following his seizure of Hanover in 1803 (undertaken in the course of the war with England), Napoleon became the effective master of Germany. Austria and Russia were defeated at Austerlitz in December 1805, and in 1806 a Deputation representing the Empire agreed to a new confederation of southern German States (the Confederation of the Rhine) in alliance with Napoleon. Only Prussia maintained a quixotic resistance, which was decisively crushed in 1806 at the battles of Jena and Auerstedt. The Holy Roman Empire ceased thereafter to exist, with the dismembered remnants of Prussia forced into alliance with Napoleon and compelled to pay exacting reparations to France.

Prussian and Austrian troops fought in Napoleon’s army during his march on Moscow, and were released from this painful bondage only by the reversal of Napoleon’s fortunes there. The diplomacy of Metternich in Austria and Hardenberg in Prussia led eventually to an effective alliance and the defeat of Napoleon at the battle of Leipzig in 1813. Thereafter, following Napoleon’s abdication, the Treaty of Paris confined France within its pre-Napoleonic borders. And in 1815 the Congress of Vienna again rewrote the map of Germany, Prussia emerging greatly enlarged and the Confederation of the Rhine replaced with a new Confederation of German States.

During that tumultuous period, despite subjection to France, and also because of it, the German people enjoyed an extraordinary cultural flowering. The Romantic Movement gathered strength in art, literature and music, and Herder’s concept of the Volk and its natural gifts and entitlements became the foundation of a new national consciousness. Social and legal reforms loosened the power of the aristocratic estates and the feudal subjection of the peasant farmers. The universities flourished and in 1810 a new university was founded, under the enlightened leadership of Wilhelm von Humboldt, in Berlin. This university consciously identified itself as the educator of the emerging nation, and through its flexible curriculum and emphasis on research was able to attract some of the ablest minds from all over Germany, and from the rest of Europe too.

In 1762, as a teenager, Herder had attended Kant’s lectures in Königsberg, and he wrote partly in reaction to the philosopher’s reason-based vision of the moral life. For Kant Enlightenment was the moment of mankind’s moral maturity, when the free individual emerges from the prison of custom and superstition. Guided by the light of reason, such an individual will adopt the universal moral law that reason commands. Kant’s argument for this position was to have a lasting impact on German philosophy, and in due course on Wagner. But it did not persuade Herder, who believed that it gave too thin a description of the moral motive, reducing human beings to their over-civilized shadows. For Herder there was a deep distinction in the human psyche between Civilization, which is the sphere of rational calculation and institution-building, and Culture, which is the shared temperament of a Volk. Culture is what unites human beings in mutual attachment, and consists of language, custom, folk tales and folk religion.

In the course of expounding that idea Herder proposed medieval Germany as a cultural icon in the place of the hitherto adopted classical Greek ideal. He also began the practice of collecting and publishing folk poetry and folk tales, and thereby inspired the subsequent work of Achim von Arnim and Clemens von Brentano (Des Knaben Wunderhorn, 1805–8) and the folk-tale collections of the Brothers Grimm (1812).

Herder was a Protestant clergyman, and his romantic nationalism was inseparable from his attachment to Martin Luther’s Bible, the great work that taught ordinary Germans to read, and which endowed their language with its lasting spiritual resonance. Herder regretted that Luther had not founded a national church, which would have provided durable foundations to a unified German culture. Subsequent nationalist writers saw national sentiment more as an alternative to religion than a form of it, and recognized that Luther had been as much responsible for the divisions among the German people as for the language that united them. It was another reader of Kant, J. G. Fichte, who made the non-religious form of nationalism explicit, and it was his Addresses to the German Nation, delivered in occupied Berlin in 1807 and published in 1808, that helped to inspire the Germans to join together against Napoleon.

Fichte’s importance for the student of Wagner is twofold. He was the most philosophical among the founders of German nationalism in its political form; and he was also the thinker who took Kantian idealism in the direction that was to change the worldview of the German educated elite. Kant begat Fichte, who begat Hegel who begat Feuerbach; and Feuerbach begat both Wagner and Marx, the two most influential minds of their time. It is well to understand this episode in intellectual history if we are to grasp the full repertoire of ideas behind Wagner’s masterpiece.

Fichte’s philosophy begins from the critical philosophy of Kant, expounded in the three great Critiques – The Critique of Pure Reason (1781), The Critique of Practical Reason (1788) and The Critique of Judgement (1790). Kant argued that self-consciousness presents us with a world of appearances, organized by scientific categories such as substance and causality, and arranged according to the forms of space and time. All attempts to transcend the limits of experience, and to know the world as a whole and as it is in itself, are bound to end in contradiction. The critical philosophy, which Kant called ‘transcendental idealism’, therefore denies the possibility of a positive theology, regards the traditional arguments for God’s existence as sophisms, and finds the meaning and purpose of human life in morality alone.

From the perspective granted by self-consciousness, Kant argued, I see myself as the free originator of my own actions. But I also see myself from outside, as one object among others, a part of nature, bound by the law of cause and effect. I am both a free subject and a determined object, and this defines the deep paradox of the human condition. Freedom requires the ability to act from reason alone; reason must therefore provide a motive to action. This motive is the so-called categorical imperative, which tells me to act only on that maxim that I can will as a law for all rational beings. The categorical imperative commands me to recognize and respect the dignity of all who are governed, as I am, by the laws of practical reason. I must therefore live by the rule of justice; any other course is incompatible with a fully free and responsible life. This is what is involved in being a person – that I respect other persons as ends in themselves.

Self-consciousness is identified by Kant with the so-called ‘transcendental unity of apperception’. By this he meant my ability to attribute my own subjective states to an enduring subject of consciousness. This unity is ‘transcendental’ in two senses: it is not arrived at by deduction from experience but presupposed in understanding experience. And it involves a peculiar non-empirical perspective on the world – a perspective from a point of view that is neither in the world nor out of it. This ‘transcendental’ perspective – what Thomas Nagel calls ‘the view from nowhere’ – is adopted whenever we reflect upon our own experience, and whenever we address the question of what to do.

Philosophers will be aware of the many intricate arguments that Kant advances for his position, and the many objections which have since been levelled against it, especially in recent times. However, it is a position that is deeply embedded in the idealist thought that influenced Wagner, and it is deeply embedded too in the Wagnerian music dramas, all of which focus on the trials of individuals, as they affirm their freedom in heroic action, or over-reach it in love.

For Fichte, Kant’s vision of the moral life showed the deep truth of our condition, that we are subjects of consciousness, who shape ourselves by creating the world from our own subjective resources. And the process of self-realization, which governs the life of the individual, governs the life of nations too. Fichte was an admirer of the French Revolution, which he saw as a liberation of humanity from servitude and darkness. His provocative stance towards the world in general and his opponents in particular led to his dismissal from the University of Jena in 1799 on a charge of atheism, and he was widely regarded by his contemporaries as a Jacobin. It was only when witnessing the impact of Napoleon’s occupation that he recognized that the French Revolutionary idea of citizenship was as likely to destroy national attachments as to protect them. To be a citizen was a luxury; to be a patriot a necessity. Only through a shared national loyalty, he concluded, could people come together in a spirit of sacrifice, so as to defend their material and spiritual assets. Although Fichte shared Herder’s view of language, as fundamental to the spirit of the Volk, he had no time for organized religion, and advocated a form of nationalism that was overtly political, being a call to militant action against the occupying power.

When the new University of Berlin was founded in 1810, Fichte was appointed as its first Rector, a post from which he resigned in a characteristic huff in 1812, soon afterwards joining the war effort as a medical officer, to die of typhus in 1814 on the eve of Napoleon’s final defeat. During the twenty years of his intellectual maturity he devoted himself to expounding and refining his Wissenschaftslehre (Theory of Knowledge), which was to inspire Schelling and Hegel and to make idealism into the academic orthodoxy in Germany. And the central argument of this philosophy, expounded again and again in Fichte’s lectures, constantly refined and amended but never clarified to its author’s (or to anyone else’s) satisfaction, adopted nevertheless by Hegel and shaped as a credo by his ‘Young Hegelian’ disciples, reappears in new guises in Wagner’s masterpiece.

The premise of our knowledge, Fichte argued, is the self, the transcendental subject whose freedom is the anchor of all that he thinks and does. Such, he believed, was the enduring lesson of Kant’s ‘transcendental idealism’ – namely that knowledge begins and ends in the consciousness of self, and that the self is ‘transcendental’, with no place in the empirical world. Fichte went on to draw the conclusion that we live in a spiritual and not a material universe. ‘The I freely posits itself’, and it is from this self-positing that the subject constructs the objects of its knowledge. In the act of self-positing I am aware simultaneously of the self and its limits – of the I and the not-I that stands over against it. Yet this not-I owes its being and its nature to the I that posits it. Subject and object exist in mutual dependence, and the freedom of the one implies the necessary laws that bind the other.

I act freely in the world, however, only when I recognize the presence of other free subjects who call on me to limit my freedom. This is the origin of political life, namely that we live in mutual dependence, each freely limiting his own freedom in order that the other can exist freely too. Hence political order is a realm of ‘right’, ‘law’ and ‘contract’, all of which are presupposed in the self-conscious existence of the human subject. I come to self-knowledge and freedom through the process of ‘Selbstbestimmung’, that is, the self-definition and self-limitation that marks out for me a place in an objective order in which others too have a share.

Those ideas are spelled out in highly abstract arguments that are difficult to translate from the idiosyncratic language of their author. Nevertheless they had an enormous and immediate influence, since they were offered and received as a defence of ‘idealism’ against materialist ‘dogmatism’, and hence as a way of continuing the critical philosophy of Kant, which had knocked theology from its throne in the German universities, and put the study of freedom, subjectivity and the moral law in its place. In the wake of Kant and Fichte philosophy took up the central place in German intellectual life that it was not to lose for half a century, and it did so in the name of idealism, by which its readers understood a comprehensive view of the world in which the human subject is discovered in the place that had been reserved by history for God. According to the post-Kantian vision, adopted in one form or another by Schiller, Schelling and Fichte, our world is a world of appearances, organized by our mental faculties; we have no knowledge of things in themselves, and the one certain reality is the self and its freedom.

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel succeeded Fichte as Berlin’s professor of philosophy in 1818, after a brief period in which the professorship was in abeyance. He had begun his academic career as a student of theology, and aimed to rescue the Christian faith from Fichte’s excesses, while accepting that idealism in some form must be true. Schopenhauer, Hegel’s curmudgeonly opponent at the University of Berlin, is often singled out as the most important intellectual influence on Wagner, since it was the reading and rereading of Schopenhauer that helped to crystallize the pessimistic vision of Wagner’s later years. But when Wagner enrolled at the University of Leipzig in 1831, the year of Hegel’s death, it was the Hegelian philosophy that dominated the faculties and captured the imagination of the young. And it was a reading of the Hegelians that opened Wagner to philosophy. Like the Hegelians, Wagner saw the contest over religion as the decisive episode in the emergence of the modern world. And he understood the human condition in terms of two great processes in the life of the individual – the process of Selbstbestimmung, whereby the free individual emerges from the condition of nature; and erotic love, in which the self encounters that which is wholly Other. In both of these conceptions Wagner was profoundly influenced by ideas that originated in the writings of Hegel.

For Hegel the ultimate substance of the world is spirit, or Geist. Spirit achieves individuality in you and me, but in itself is greater than all of us. Science, religion, politics and art are ways that spirit realizes itself in objective form. All ventures of the spirit are movements towards the Absolute Idea, in which the world achieves full consciousness of itself. In every sphere, therefore – in science, religion, politics and art – old forms of understanding die and new forms come in their stead. All our attempts at order must meet with their own negation, and so give way to the higher forms that replace them. Nothing human is permanent, and all must perish in the spirit’s on-going search for self-knowledge.

Hegel wrote The Phenomenology of Spirit in Jena in 1806 as Napoleon engaged the Prussian forces in the decisive battle outside the city walls. At the time Hegel, like Fichte, was in sympathy with the French Revolution, and although forced to leave Jena by Napoleon’s occupation, he observed the great general’s entry into the town with admiration, describing Napoleon subsequently as ‘the World Spirit on Horseback’. In later years Hegel’s political views moved in a conservative direction. But he never lost his belief in heroes, writing, in his Philosophy of History, published posthumously in 1834, that ‘this is the role of heroes in the history of mankind: it is through them that a new world comes into being’. Wagner was reading Hegel’s Philosophy of History when he began the poem of The Ring, and at first conceived the work as the story of just such a hero, Siegfried, who was to usher in the new world of human freedom after the downfall of the gods.

In The Phenomenology of Spirit Hegel adopts Fichte’s idea of the subject of consciousness, striving to realize its freedom from its own subjective resources. But for Hegel the primordial subject is not yet an individual. The starting point of all history, all knowledge and all institutions – even of nature itself – is the universal Geist, the world-spirit intent on realizing itself as an object of its own awareness. Through successive ‘moments of consciousness’, Geist shapes itself as the free individual, and these moments of consciousness are reflected not only in our individual development as persons, but also in the movement of human history.

A famous passage in The Phenomenology of Spirit describes a transition from the ‘life-and-death struggle’ in the state of nature, to the acceptance of universal moral law. The transition is described as the ‘moment’ of lordship and bondage, or master and slave. One party to the original struggle overcomes and enslaves the other, so as to use the other as a means to his ends. The result is that the victor (the master) retires into a life of leisure and consumption which distances him from reality, while the loser, the slave, continues, even in his bondage, to imprint on the world the mark of his individual will. As producer, the slave is able to acquire a consciousness of himself as agent, and a sense of the world as containing not only means but also ends; as consumer, the master loses that consciousness, and with it the sense of the ends of his existence. The ‘inner freedom’ of the slave grows with the ‘inner bondage’ of the master, until the slave is in a position to rise up and bind his oppressor, so beginning the process again with a reversal of roles. The toing and froing between command and obedience is resolved only by the transition from this ‘moment’ of consciousness to a higher ‘moment’, in which each party sees the other as end and not as means, recognizing freedom as their shared condition, and thereby accepting the governance of a universal moral law.

The process whereby freedom and mutual respect emerge from the condition of slavery illustrates the Hegelian ‘dialectic’ – the emergence from opposition of a new condition that transcends and resolves the conflict. The dialectic can be discerned not only in the growth of the individual but also in the movement of history – both of which evolve by ‘the labour of the negative’. Thus freedom and self-knowledge are achieved only through the resolution of conflict, when the other acknowledges my right to them, and when I acknowledge the other’s right in turn. It is only in the moment of recognition that I become a full-fledged individual, with a will, a destiny and a self of my own. And recognition must be mutual. I can be truly free only if I recognize the freedom of others.

Hegel’s argument was to form the philosophical core of Marx’s critique of capitalist society, Marx distinguishing between labour as self-creation and ‘alienated labour’ under the rule of private property. But Hegel’s argument also makes a connection between individuality, freedom and self-consciousness, and gives a profound insight into the need of the free individual for a shared rule of law. Both those ideas were to find artistic expression in Wagner.

The Ring tells the story of Siegfried’s quest for freedom and individuality through contests with a dwarf, a dragon, a god and the woman who teaches him fear. It tells the story of his self-betrayal when he enslaves the one he loves and trades her for a substitute. It dramatizes the corruption of Siegfried, when conventional bonds of honour displace the spontaneous self-giving in love. And it shows that, in a world of manipulation and distrust, the freedom of the individual can be as easily lost as won. Only at the moment of death does Siegfried regain the path to individuality and freedom; but by then it is too late.

The reverberations of Hegel’s argument can be felt not only in that central story but throughout the Ring cycle: in the self-torment of Alberich, who has forsworn love for the sake of power; in the dark underworld of Nibelheim, whose subjugated people are instruments of a will that they cannot influence; in the tragedy of Die Walküre, in which two suffering humans win through to freedom only to find that the god who planned this can no longer permit it. And Hegel’s account of law and its indispensable presence in the life of the free being is embodied in the character of Wotan, king of the gods.

After Hegel’s death his followers divided into the Old Hegelians, who saw idealism as laying the foundations for the Prussian monarchy, and the Young Hegelians, who were for the most part anti-religious and leftist critics of the emerging bourgeois order. The Old Hegelians adopted the conservative conclusions beautifully spelled out by Hegel in his Elements of the Philosophy of Right, published in 1820. In that work Hegel tries to show that the process whereby human beings realize their freedom also builds the institutions of law, property, family, civil society and the state. These are not things that we freely choose from a position of detachment, but things through which we actualize our freedom, and without which we could not exist as fully self-conscious agents. Hence they are the goal and the bequest of political life, permanent features of a free society. For the Old Hegelians, that argument left the liberal philosophy of the social contract in ruins.

The Young Hegelians were more interested in the argument about individual freedom than in the defence of institutions. Following Hegel’s death they met and published in Berlin, and their influence spread rapidly through society. To be a German intellectual at that time was to be a Hegelian of one kind or another. But it was not necessarily to be an idealist. The greatest of the Young Hegelians, Ludwig Feuerbach, attempted to turn Hegel’s philosophy upside-down, or rather to set it on its feet. He wanted to rewrite Hegel’s idealist philosophy as a form of materialism. It was this that inspired his two most influential readers – Wagner and Marx.

Feuerbach agreed with one aspect of the idealist philosophy. He agreed that our world is one of conflict, in which we strive to assert our power, to achieve knowledge of our capacities, and to win recognition and respect from others. And he agreed that history is an on-going process, which moves constantly towards greater freedom, greater self-knowledge, greater emancipation from the superstition and fear that first enslaved us. But he disagreed with the idealist premise. Reality, he asserted, is material, not spiritual. The self is not the creator of the objective world but simply one of its by-products. Consciousness arises from life. And life is a material, not a spiritual, fact.

From this premise Feuerbach mounted a critique of religion. In his exploration of the ‘unhappy consciousness’ – ‘spirit in self-estrangement’ – Hegel had many interesting things to say about religion. He argued that a particular kind of religion is the reflection of a ‘self-alienated spirit’. This is the religion that regards God as irremediably transcendent, the locus of all virtue and holiness, and the world as eternally separated from God: the religion that tells the story of man’s ‘fall’.

Feuerbach applied that observation to all religion, and to Christianity in particular.1 In Christianity human beings locate all virtue in a heavenly sphere and therefore find no virtue in themselves. Feuerbach here borrows from Kant’s philosophy of religion the crucial concept of the ‘fetish’. In fetishism, Kant argued, human beings attribute their own powers to objects that are outside them and are therefore set at one remove from their own will. Christianity too is fetishism, argued Feuerbach, in which human beings attribute their virtue, freedom and happiness to an unreal ‘spiritual’ realm, and so live out their material existence in a state of hopeless separation from their true nature and powers. Virtue could be regained, were we to recognize that its reality lies here, in our material, social existence – in our ‘species-being’ (Gattungswesen) as Feuerbach tendentiously described it. In religion we make our virtue into an object, and then worship it as our master. Hence we are ‘alienated’ from ourselves and separated from our fulfilment. In this way our fetishistic consciousness deprives us of our powers, by investing them in unreal objects.

Since the world is material, there are no spiritual realities. Religion conjures a world of illusions. In the Virgin Mary, in Christ and in God the Father Christians idealize aspects of the human condition, endowing them with a fictitious life. They then bask in the excuse that this gives them to be morally inferior to their own fictions. The result of this is to alienate believers from the moral qualities that they need if they are to live fully and freely in society. Religion is part of the long story of man’s self-enslavement.

Wagner created the supernatural beings of The Ring on Feuerbach’s model. They are personifications of human characteristics – both good and bad. But, unlike the Christian pantheon mocked by Feuerbach, Wagner’s gods are far lower in the scheme of things than the humans over whom they exert their dwindling authority. Indeed, as Brünnhilde realizes in the great scene in which she announces death to Siegmund, the human world exhibits the virtue that the gods lack and without which life is deprived of its meaning – the willingness to sacrifice everything, even life itself, for the other’s sake. Thereafter Brünnhilde enters a conflicted condition, torn between the unconscious wish to descend into the world of mortals so as to share their fate and the conscious desire to fulfil Wotan’s deeper purpose, albeit in a way that the god had forbidden. In attempting to rescue Siegmund, she risks her immortality. But when the crisis comes she embraces death, knowing that death is the price of love, and that love is her salvation, and the world’s salvation too.

The theological background of the Ring cycle, while influenced in that way by Feuerbach, was also the crystallization of another powerful intellectual movement in the Germany of Wagner’s youth. The Enlightenment had pitted the scientific against the religious worldviews, and science had scored the major victories. Diderot, Voltaire and Rousseau in France, Hume and Smith in Britain, Goethe, Schiller and Kant in Germany – many of the most influential thinkers of the second half of the eighteenth century – adopted a secular view of the human condition, and regarded religion as acceptable only if confined ‘within the limits of reason alone’, as Kant was to put it in the title of his most controversial work. At the same time voyages of discovery, the romantic interest in indigenous myths and fairy tales, and a new scientific approach to the gods of Greece and Rome led to the first attempts to explore religion as a natural phenomenon, a pre-scientific residue in the human psyche, to be understood for what it says about us, rather than for the truth or otherwise of its doctrines.

The study of comparative religion took off with the survey of tribal religions by Charles de Brosses (Du culte des dieux fétiches), which appeared in 1760, arguing that practices dismissed as ‘idolatry’ by the Christian missionaries were in fact addressed to beings with all the divine attributes of the ancient gods. Karl Philipp Moritz’s Götterlehre, published in 1791, saw those ancient gods, and the myths surrounding them, as a ‘language of the imagination’ – not simply allegories, but a way in which people made sense of themselves and their world. This idea was taken up by the idealist philosopher Friedrich Schelling who argued in his lectures on the philosophy of art (1802–3) that mythology is not allegorical but ‘tautegorical’. The term comes from Coleridge, himself strongly influenced by Schelling, and means ‘saying the same thing in another way’, as opposed to ‘allegorical’ – saying another thing in the same way. From the point of view of the myth, Schelling insisted, the gods are actually existing entities. The gods do not mean something else: they mean what they are, while at the same time corresponding to ‘potencies’ in human nature.

In 1784 Sir William Jones founded the Asiatic Society in Bengal, and he and his colleagues began the collection of Sanskrit texts that initiated the scientific study of the Vedas and the Indian religions. This study led to the highly influential work of Karl Friedrich von Schlegel, Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier (1808), arguing that people from India were the originators of European civilization. Schlegel explored the common roots of Sanskrit and the European languages, and presented Indian civilization as a source of the wisdom for which the German romantics hungered. Schlegel’s book was followed by the great work of Georg Friedrich Creuzer, Symbolik und Mythologie der alten Völker, besonders der Griechen, which appeared in 1810 and which argued (against Herder’s view of folk religion as the pure expression of the collective soul) that gods travel from people to people, and that those worshipped by Homer and Hesiod were of oriental provenance. By the early 1820s, when Schopenhauer was a Privatdozent (a lecturer funded by fees collected from his students) in the University of Berlin, eclipsed but not quite extinguished by Hegel, the sacred texts of the East were becoming known in Germany, and Schopenhauer was writing of Hinduism as the closest to the truth among existing religions.

Meanwhile the Brothers Grimm continued the work of Herder in collecting the fairy tales of the German-speaking people, and exploring the history of their language. In the work of Jacob Grimm philology, etymology and the study of myth were combined with the search for pagan residues interred beneath the soil of German literature. Grimm influenced the whole course of German thought during Wagner’s youth, and inspired new and scholarly editions of medieval literature, including the stories of Tristan, Tannhäuser, Lohengrin and Parsifal, along with that of Siegfried as recounted in the medieval Nibelungenlied. These stories, which provided Wagner with his primary material, persuaded him that he could rise free of the present moment and explore what is permanent and universal in the German experience.

The Nibelungenlied is an early thirteenth-century epic set on the Rhine in the Christian Middle Ages. It tells the story of Siegfried the Nibelung, his wife Kriemhild, and the bitter and rejected Brünhild, climaxing with Siegfried’s murder in the cathedral city of Worms. Although it contains in embryo much of the plot of Götterdämmerung, it is a far cry from the masterpiece that Wagner eventually composed from its usable fragments. Enthusiastically welcomed when the modern translations began to appear in Wagner’s youth – with Thomas Carlyle characteristically praising it as ‘our northern Iliad’ – the poem is a Christianized rehash of pagan myth which only here and there rises to the kind of grandeur that Homer sustains for book after book. Of course, the existence of a true German epic could not fail to inspire those who were looking for the deeper history of the emerging nation, and two great composers – Schumann and Mendelssohn – both contemplated making it into an opera, with Wagner’s rival Heinrich Dorn actually producing a Die Nibelungen in 1854. But Wagner, much as he esteemed the Nibelungenlied as a national epic, rightly perceived that it is a reworked version of more interesting originals.

He therefore turned to the study of the surviving literature in the ancient Teutonic languages – Old Norse, Old High German and Anglo-Saxon. This literature included the Poetic Edda (or Elder Edda) of Iceland, a collection of poems in alliterative verse, which record the religious traditions of the Vikings, and the Prose Edda in which the same material is summarized by Snorri Sturluson, a twelfth-century poet, historian and politician who was twice elected lawspeaker of the Icelandic Parliament. Although the codex containing the Edda was written down in the twelfth century by a Christian scribe, the poems themselves are thought to have originated before the settlement of Iceland in the ninth century, retaining the stories of the old gods in an unexpurgated form. The codex was given by an Icelandic bishop to the Danish King in the seventeenth century, and tucked away in the royal library. In the wake of Grimm’s researches scholars began to study it, along with the other surviving fragments of the old Teutonic literature. Siegfried, the hero of the Nibelungenlied, appears in the Icelandic literature as Sigurd, and the story of the Niflungs or Nibelungs is given in the Volsungasaga, a thirteenth-century epic in prose.

The enterprise of combining the Nibelungenlied with the Icelandic saga in a single dramatization was first undertaken by one of Wagner’s literary heroes, the romantic poet Friedrich de la Motte, Baron Fouqué, whose Sigurd the Dragonslayer: A Heroic Drama in Six Adventures, appeared in 1808. In the epilogue to the Ring cycle, published in pamphlet form in 1872, Wagner writes that, when he printed his own Nibelung poem in 1853, the ‘stuff’ of the medieval Nibelungenlied had only once, so far as he could ascertain, ‘been turned into a stage-piece; that was a long time ago, by Raupach in his prosy fashion’.2 However Wagner knew Fouqué’s work, which contained much of his cast of characters, both heroic and divine, as well as some of the plot in outline.3 He must also have been aware of the seven-act Nibelungenlied tragedy, Der Hürnen Seufrid, by the sixteenth-century mastersinger Hans Sachs, from whose life and circumstances Wagner composed his own great mastersinger drama.

Wagner began work on the poem of The Ring in 1848 and finished it in 1852; meanwhile Karl Simrock, who had published a popular modern rendering of the Nibelungenlied in 1827, and then, between 1843 and 1849, a series of volumes on the German heroes, issued a German translation of the Eddas in 1851. He followed this in 1853 with the first volume of his Handbuch der deutschen Mythologie. By the time Wagner was able to secure a performance of Das Rheingold, in 1869, the Icelandic originals of his gods and goblins had become familiar characters in an emerging national legend.

Wagner reimagined the Volsung saga as an account of the birth and death of our world. The resulting story is far from authentic as an account of the Viking theology; but it is a remarkable attempt to give coherence and meaning to the pagan narratives. Picking from all the surviving sources, and also from the Nibelungenlied, Wagner set out to create a vast and living symbol of the price we humans pay for civilization, by showing a world in which that price has yet to be paid.4 At almost every turning point in The Ring, and in every place where a light of meaning is suddenly sparked in the narrative, Wagner has discovered a dramatic use for some fragment of the original literature. From Gripir’s Prophecy, telling the story of Sigurd’s visit to the hall of Gripir, Wagner took the skeleton plot of Siegfrieds Tod, which was to become Götterdämmerung. The story of Mime is contained, in embryo, in the Lay of Regin, and that of the slaying of the dragon, and the voice of the wood-bird (here a pair of nut-hatches), in the Lay of Fafnir. Brünnhilde’s morose and silent tormenting of self and other in Götterdämmerung is a central theme of the Volsungasaga, while the wisdom contest between Mime and the Wanderer in Siegfried Act 1 is foreshadowed in the ‘Allwise Sayings’, which contain a similar contest about the knowledge of names between Thor and a dwarf.

In the originals all those suggestive fragments are buried in tributes to the gods that are singularly off-putting to the modern reader. Here, for example, is a poem commending the god Thor, by Vatrlid-i Sumarlid-ason:


You smashed Leikn’s limbs,

You bashed Thrívaldi,

You knocked down Starkad-

You trampled Gjálp dead …5



Wagner’s triumph is to have discovered, buried in the heart of this literature, symbols of lasting human passions and predicaments. It suffices to give one example.

The Eddas tell of Valholl, the fortress that the god Odin builds to fend off the day of Rognarök (in which the gods will be destroyed in their final battle).* They also introduce the Valkyries, warrior demi-goddesses who secure the death of heroes, in order to assemble them in Valholl as a shield. In this story we witness the pitiless savagery of the Viking worldview, personified in the god who endorses pillage, rape and murder whenever needed, and who rejoices in the bloodshed that creates his conscript army. However, in the Ballad of the Victory-bringer (Sigrdrífumál) in the Poetic Edda, there is a brief narrative telling the story of the sleeping Sigrdrifa (‘victory bringer’), who has been awoken by Sigurd:


She gave her name as Sigrdrifa, and she was a Valkyrie. She told how two kings warred with each other: one was called Hjalmgunnar, an old man and a great warrior, and Odin had promised him the victory; the other was Agnar, the brother of Auda – there was no one willing to shield him. Sigrdrifa slew Hjalmgunnar in the battle; but Odin, as a punishment for this, pricked her with a sleep-thorn, and said that from then on she should never again win victory in battle, but should be married. ‘But I said to him that I had made a vow never to marry a man who could be afraid.’



In one almost buried sentence – ‘there was no one willing to shield him’ – Wagner discerned the place where sympathy shone dimly in the dark world of the Viking gods. And so it was, in Act 2 of Die Walküre, that love and compassion were planted in the drama, the seeds that would grow to overturn all Wotan’s projects, and to achieve for the god a kind of redemption beyond anything that could be gained by power and trickery. Having seen this implication, the rest of Sigrdrifa’s story became immediately clear to Wagner, and with it the character and role of his own Valkyrie heroine. It is as though Wagner had asked himself ‘How could it be that a Valkyrie should take the side of the unprotected warrior whom she is to cull from the battlefield?’ And in answering that question he saw the inside of that bleak Viking world, the reality of love and compassion that all these hammer-throwing and skull-smashing gods concealed. That brief stab of pity in a Valkyrie spelled the real Rognarök: this, for those cruel deities, was the beginning of their end.

We might ask, why did Wagner scour the myths and the legends in this way, for the little details that fitted his dramatic intuition? Why not simply start again from the beginning, inventing the characters of both gods and heroes, and also the story that brought them together? Why hamper your creative instinct with the residues of stories whose context has been largely forgotten, and which address the concerns of a barbarous people with whom we no longer have much in common? The question is important, because it points to an idea of myth that was current in Wagner’s day, and which he above all others helped to make current too in ours.

The monotheistic faith of Europe abounds in stories, but they are stories of supposedly real people, responding in this world to the designs and demands of a transcendent deity. Even the story of Adam and Eve was accepted as literal truth, the first chapter of a continuing narrative of which we are the current episode. Classical scholarship showed another kind of religion, in which the sacred stories are not directly related to events in our world, but describe how things were in illo tempore, as Mircea Eliade puts it,6 in that stationary moment when the course of history was yet to be established and when things stood outside the stream of time. Readers of Greek and Roman literature – of whom there were many in nineteenth-century Europe – were acquainted, therefore, with another kind of story-telling, not distinct in its methods from poetic invention, but nevertheless conveying insight into the deeper meaning of the human world. How are such myths to be understood, and how were they understood by those who repeated them, learned them and lived by them?

Writers and philosophers of the Enlightenment were largely agreed that myths of that kind are not merely fictions. They represent another way of conceiving the world, and one that is directly connected with the religious way of life. Myths are not literally true; but they are not false either. They symbolize human passions and states of character, elevated to a sphere beyond the reach of chance events. By seeing their own nature symbolized and purified in mythic form, ordinary people were able the better to understand their fate. Hence, myths formed a kind of spiritual bequest, a language of symbols through which the adherents of the ancient religions could both understand the permanent features of the human condition and also rehearse their membership of the tribe, the community, the Volk that included them. That, roughly, was the view of myth propagated by Herder, and in one way or another it was to influence anthropologists throughout the nineteenth century.

When Wagner became interested in myth, however, that view of things was beginning to appear too simple. Researches into Eastern and other religions brought home to the world of scholarship that the mythic way of thinking is a human universal, something that may be superseded by a reasoned theology and a narrative of God’s presence, but which precedes all such rational attempts to make sense of things. In myth we find an older, purer, less conscious expression of man’s religious need. For Schelling, myth was not to be understood merely as a symbolic representation of the life of the tribe, but as a direct intuition of God: in myth, Schelling suggested, the Absolute is made present in imagined form. Myths are a form of knowledge, expressed in narratives of another and inaccessible time. And this view of myth as a kind of obscure revelation, a precursor of philosophy and an insight into the destiny of the world, is further developed in Hegel’s lectures on the philosophy of religion.

By the time of the appearance in 1829 of Wilhelm Grimm’s Die deutschen Heldensagen (Sagas of the German Heroes) and his brother Jacob’s great work Deutsche Mythologie in 1835, it was therefore widely accepted that the religions suppressed by the Christian faith embodied another and earlier form of knowledge. Paradoxically the Enlightenment, which had scorned rational theology as a feeble refuge from science, fostered a new respect for myth, as a genuine alternative to science – a pre-scientific vision of the world that revealed its own truths in its own way, touching on things that lie deep in the human psyche and which science has yet to explore. Moreover – and this was Jacob Grimm’s special contribution – these ancient forms of knowledge were held to be reflected in all the products of a folk culture, most notably in language and the legacy of names. Through etymology and comparative linguistics we can trace the thinking of a people back to its original form, as a primordial attempt to give meaning to experience. The old religion emerges from Grimm’s account as the first attempt by the Teutonic people to become conscious of their world. It records the momentous transition from unconscious nature to conscious reflection, and in its many strata lie buried the ordeals and triumphs of a human community as it strove to make a place for itself in a hostile world.

As a young man Wagner had been caught up in the romantic nationalism of the ‘Young Germany’ movement, which combined revolutionary politics with an idealization of German culture, and which aimed to unite the German lands under a single democratic government.7 The most important effect of this movement on Wagner’s art was to inspire his research into the remains of the pagan culture of Germany.
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