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THE 1-MINUTE
RING


	A.Dwarf steals gold from river; god recovers gold but gives it to giants. (The Rhine Gold)

	B.God schemes to recover gold from giant and return it to river; fails. (The Valkyrie)

	C.Dwarves scheme to recover gold from giant and keep it; human keeps it instead. (Siegfried)

	D.Dwarves scheme to recover gold from humans; fail. Human returns it to river. (Twilight for the Gods)





	•Time frame: 3 generations.

	•Motives: wealth, fame, power, justice, fear of death, humane love, and sexual love.

	•Consequences: 1 attempted murder, 2 manslaughters, 3 capital murders, 4 adulteries, many combat mortalities, multiple betrayals, countless deceptions, mass enslavement, self-immolation, and full regime change.
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CHRONOLOGY: THE COMPOSITION OF THE RING CYCLE



	1848
	October–November: Wagner pens The Nibelung Myth as a Scenario for a Play, plus prose and verse drafts of Siegfried’s Death (later called Twilight for the Gods.)





	1851
	May–November: Wagner pens prose and verse drafts of Siegfried, plus treatments of the two remaining operas.





	1852
	March–November: Wagner pens prose and verse drafts of The Rhine Gold and The Valkyrie.





	1853
	February: Wagner privately publishes the libretto for his entire The Nibelung’s Ring.





	1854
	January–September: Wagner composes the full score of The Rhine Gold and begins The Valkyrie.





	1855–56
	Wagner completes the full score of The Valkyrie and begins Siegfried.





	1857
	January–August: Wagner completes the full score of Siegfried Act 1 and the piano score of Act 2.





	1864–65
	Wagner completes the full score of Siegfried Act 2.





	1869
	
March: Wagner begins composing Siegfried Act 3.

September: Munich offers a stand-alone staging of The Rhine Gold at King Ludwig II’s behest.

October: Wagner begins composing Twilight for the Gods.





	1870
	June: Munich offers a stand-alone staging of The Valkyrie at King Ludwig II’s behest.





	1871
	February: Wagner completes the full score of Siegfried.





	1874
	November: Wagner completes the full score of Twilight for the Gods.





	1876
	August: Bayreuth premieres The Nibelung’s Ring, offering three complete performances rehearsed by Wagner himself.









Introduction

In the English-speaking world, The Nibelung’s Ring is both hugely famous and badly understood.

Why so famous? Well, for one thing, it’s the ancestor of three pop-culture phenomena—J. R. R. Tolkien’s trilogy The Lord of the Rings, George Lucas’s Star Wars franchise, and J. K. Rowling’s septet of Harry Potter novels. They’re all offspring of Wagner’s colossal opera cycle: The fraternal twins Luke and Leia echo the persecuted siblings Siegmund and Sieglinde in The Valkyrie; Alberich, the Cycle’s power-mad dwarf, is the forerunner of both Gollum and Voldemort; and the three wise men of these sagas—Gandalf, Obi-Wan Kenobi, and Dumbledore—are all versions of Wagner’s wily old Wanderer, actually the god Wotan in his enlightened senior years.

So this will seem oddly familiar territory even for folks visiting it for the first time. Yet Wagner’s story line has often been wildly misunderstood, and that’s the reason for this book. The Annotated Ring Cycle focuses on the work’s libretto, lyrics, and stage business; its motives, personalities, and plot twists; what literally happens in it; and what its narrative shows and tells us about itself.


What’s the Ring really?

Let’s get clear on what The Nibelung’s Ring is and isn’t. It’s not Nordic myth; it’s an original piece of storytelling that occasionally borrows from that tangled body of tales (some major characters, a few famous episodes), then weaves a largely new plotline. Yes, a couple of its events are known the world over—the super-hero Siegfried once killed a dragon, then was killed himself in a palace intrigue. Otherwise many of the Ring’s chief ingredients are Wagner’s own invention:



	•Its whole unifying framework of rectifying a crime and restoring stolen goods.

	•Its brand-new history of the god Wotan, from establishing his rule to fathering Valkyries.

	•Its presentation of the god as governing ethically through agreements and oaths.

	•Its portrait of Wotan going bad, needing outside help, and ultimately annihilating the gods.

	•Its depiction of Nibelungs as underground dwarves rather than terrestrial humans.

	•Its identification of Nibelungs and gods as elves of dark and light, reverse images.

	•The now-familiar truism that acquiring power calls for rejecting love.

	•The concept of a coveted magic ring that can rule the world.




Some familiar devices and contrivances are also Wagner’s brainchildren:


	•A ring of power forged from an innocent natural substance.

	•The tarnhelmet as shapeshifter or portkey.

	•Blood-brother rituals.

	•Magical truth serums.

	•The ring finding its way home over generations.




What’s more, Wagner reworked story sources other than the old myths:


	•“Puss-in-Boots” (Alberich’s capture).

	•“Sleeping Beauty” (Brünnhilde’s punishment).

	•“The Boy Who Went Forth to Learn Fear” (Siegfried’s youth).




He took such steps because the Nordic legends are disorganized and conflicting. As Austrian critic Eduard Hanslick (130) once wrote, “this saga cycle has assumed many forms in a wide variety of times and places and is extant in widely diverse versions.” The result, he concluded, was that Germans were “more familiar with Roman and Greek mythology” than with their own. Not surprisingly, as UK scholar Michael Ewans (58) later noted, the composer was “obliged to perform a quite formidable feat of adaptation, synthesis, and creative imagination.”

In short, much of The Nibelung’s Ring isn’t truly mythology. It’s Wagner’s own creation.


Basic Misunderstandings

Yet, despite his efforts, the Ring’s narrative is still misconstrued and misunderstood, not only its characters and motives but its principal events. There are several explanations. First, its operas are often performed separately and out of context (particularly The Valkyrie). Second, performances of the full Cycle have often omitted major parts of it. Early productions at the Metropolitan Opera and other leading theaters made heavy cuts in the key role of Wotan, deleting passages that clarified the god’s desires and objectives. Cuts were also made in passages elsewhere depicting the Ring’s cosmic framework, as in the sequences with the Norns or the Valkyrie Waltraute. Audience confusion was inevitable.

It’s true that a growing number of today’s stagings are free of cuts, yet condensed Cycles are still offered outside the major venues. Small wonder, then, that misinformation circulates about the Ring. Faulty plot summaries are especially common: We read, for instance, that Wotan is forced to have his son killed because “he broke the gods’ laws against adultery and incest,”1 yet the Cycle itself gives an entirely different reason. And even program notes for the Ring’s major recordings can blunder, as in pp. 21–30 of the booklet accompanying Daniel Barenboim’s acclaimed performance (Teldec 2564 67714). Its synopses are often wrong-headed—the dwarf Mime doesn’t tell Siegfried he “can reforge the sword,” the youth figures it out himself, and Mime realizes only later. Wotan doesn’t find it “difficult to abdicate of [his] own free will,” he does so “freely and happily” (froh und freudig), nor is it Brünnhilde who “sets fire to Valhalla,” it’s the head god himself.

And erudite critics have often stumbled as well. According to Victor Gollancz (30), “Wagner specifies” that Siegmund must leap on a table to seize his sword—but neither the composer’s stage directions nor his rehearsal records ask for such a thing. Elsewhere, Father Owen Lee (49) describes the Cycle as ending “with a world-destruction myth,” yet the stage directions show plenty of survivors—it isn’t an end, it’s a new beginning. Furthermore, mis-translations of Wagner’s German can likewise sow misunderstanding: Writing about the gods’ demise, Michael Tanner (9) calls Wotan delusional in hoping the ring’s return “will save both god and the world.” But “save” misrepresents the German erlöst , which simply means they’ll be “released” from the ring’s power. Wotan knows he’ll pass away like the rest of us.

Beyond this, the Cycle’s stagings can lead to hefty misunderstandings. The Nibelung’s Ring has been the subject of experimentation since the minimalist designs of Swiss architect Adolphe Appia back in the 1890s. Even so, stylized sets needn’t be troublesome in themselves—Wagner’s directions don’t automatically prescribe naturalistic visuals (as in the picture-postcard backdrops of the first Bayreuth productions), and Ring settings have ranged from outer space to the Wild West without necessarily obscuring Wagner’s narrative.2

However, some experimental stagings have sharply deviated from Wagner’s lyrics and directions, resulting in a muddled plotline. Two of the most famous are for sale at retail video outlets: the 1976 Bayreuth Ring by French director Patrice Chéreau and the 1988 Bayreuth staging by Germany’s Harry Kupfer. Both upend the characterizations: Wagner’s libretto establishes Siegfried as a free spirit who’s powerful enough to defeat Wotan, but both directors contradict the text by turning the hero into the god’s puppet—a reversal they can implement only by inventing pantomime scenes not in the script. Siegfried is an innovative weaponsmith who’s exceptionally attuned to Nature—but the French director has Wotan give him a sword-making machine to do the work, and Kupfer shows Siegfried receiving insights not from Nature but, again, from the interfering Wotan. The outcome in both cases? Siegfried becomes the god’s stooge.

Yet the hero still goes on to defeat Wotan, because that’s what Wagner’s lyrics and music inescapably require. Needless to say, this makes no sense.

Some later productions present stage action even less related to Wagner’s text. Frank Castorff’s 2013 Bayreuth Ring , for instance, mixes mass-culture stereotypes from mafiosi to oil barons to Irma la Douce. Operagoers who had seen too many Cycles may have been amused, but newbies were probably clueless. The fact is, many European opera houses tolerate ridiculous schisms between what we hear and see. On one hand, musicologists labor to generate increasingly faithful editions for the new Wagner-Gesamtausgabe published by Schott Music in Mainz, but, on the other hand, stage directors do the exact opposite and raucously thumb their noses.3 No, they daren’t doctor the notes and lyrics, which are still viewed as inviolate however irrelevant they’ve become to the visual elements,4 but schizophrenic productions are the predictable result.

Why this noisy compulsion to be different? Maybe it makes more sense in Europe, because Germany and Austria often stage several competing productions of the Ring Cycle per season, all within decent driving distance. So it’s understandable that audiences who’ve seen many Ring s might welcome a fresh approach, even wholesale irreverence. But such easy availability rarely occurs elsewhere: In the United States years can go by without a full Cycle on offer.

Finally, one other reality can perplex audiences—the countless opinions of critics and scholars weighing the Ring’s implications and subsurface meanings. Some are gleefully controversial, such as George Bernard Shaw’s famed The Perfect Wagnerite (1899), in which the great Irish dramatist packages the first three operas as a witty parable on the ins and outs of capitalism. A totally different take, nearly as famous, is Robert Donington’s Wagner’s “Ring” and Its Symbols (1963) , which mines the Cycle as a lode of Jungian archetypes. Jean Shinoda Bolen exploits this vein further in her Ring of Power (1992), turning the work into an innovative case study of a dysfunctional family. But these are only the iceberg’s tip—elsewhere, the field of Ring scholarship boasts a range of disciplines, procedures, priorities, and verdicts that are both amazing and befuddling.


And so this book . . .

All of which has led to The Annotated Ring Cycle. Wagner’s stage piece has been analyzed and interpreted by thousands, sometimes to its detriment. So, in hopes of providing an antidote, the comments in this volume go back to the basics—the work’s lyrics, stage directions, and plotline, what’s actually happening in the narrative.

True, some scholars scoff at Wagner’s libretto, claiming to find carelessness and inconsistency, yet the hard facts normally refute them. Consult the Chronology















	Schaut, er lächelt
in lichtem Schein.
	Look how he smiles
in the sparkling light.












	Mir schwebt und
    schwankt,
und schwirrt es
    umher . . .
Ein herrlich Gewässer
wogt vor mir—
mit allen Sinnen
seh ich nur sie,
die wonnig wogende
     Welle.
	Everything’s swaying,
    swirling,
and swimming around
    me . . .
Floodwaters
flow over me—
all of my senses
are swept up in them,
wading in their wondrous
    waves.









	1)Wagner’s text is the way he wanted it.

	2)The work itself is its own highest authority.
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