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ABSTRACT 
 

Staging the Past: Richard Wagner’s Ring Cycle in Divided Germany during the 1970s 
and 1980s 

 
Alexander K. Rothe 

 
 
 The staging of Richard Wagner’s Ring des Nibelungen provides an ideal site to 

examine representations of the German past in the opera house and the broader cultural 

world surrounding it, in particular how these representations reveal different conceptions 

of the past in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and the Federal Republic of 

Germany (FRG). By looking at three different productions of the Ring cycle in divided 

Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, I will show how Wagner stagings both reflected 

and contributed to historical debates about the Nazi past and discussions about cultural 

and national identity. 

 The introduction considers why stagings of Wagner’s Ring cycle are so important 

for understanding national identity and the process of coming to terms with the Nazi past 

(Vergangenheitsbewältigung) in the two German states. Along with describing my own 

methodology, I give an overview of the different approaches to opera staging in recent 

musicological scholarship. Chapter One provides contextual information on divided 

Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, and it also introduces three historical debates that 

appear in the case studies. Chapter Two begins by looking at the Leipzig Ring (1973-

1976), directed by Joachim Herz, as a parable about nineteenth-century class conflict. I 

then consider what the Leipzig production has to say about the relationship between the 

GDR and the Nazi past, particularly with respect to Herz’s depiction of the Gibichung 

court as a fascist state. Chapters Three and Four investigate the Bayreuth centennial Ring 



   

 

(1976), staged by Patrice Chéreau and conducted by Pierre Boulez, each of whom had a 

different vision of Wagner. In spite of their differences, both Chéreau and Boulez treat 

Wagner’s work as an opportunity to reflect on their own experiences of the 1968 student 

protest movement. Both artists articulate a sense of unease about revolutionary activity, 

which mirrors the growing anxiety in both West Germany and France about the radical 

left. Chapter Five examines the multiple views of Wagner in Ruth Berghaus’s Frankfurt 

Ring (1985-1987). While the director Berghaus interprets the work in terms of a tradition 

of epic theater and historical materialism, the dramaturge Klaus Zehelein focuses on 

aspects of language, textuality, and representation. I also discuss how the reception of the 

Frankfurt Ring in West German newspapers reflects the re-intensification of the Cold 

War in the 1980s. 
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Introduction 
 

The staging of Richard Wagner’s Ring des Nibelungen provides an ideal site to 

examine representations of the German past in the opera house and the broader cultural 

world surrounding it, in particular how these representations reveal different conceptions 

of the past in the German Democratic Republic (GDR) and the Federal Republic of 

Germany (FRG). By looking at three different productions of the Ring cycle in divided 

Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, I will show how Wagner stagings both reflected 

and contributed to historical debates about the Nazi past and discussions about cultural 

and national identity. 

The introduction briefly describes the time period under consideration, which is 

later discussed at greater length in the first chapter. I elaborate on my reasons for turning 

to stagings of Wagner’s Ring cycle and why these stagings were so important for 

constructing national identity in both German states. Finally, I give an overview of 

methodological approaches to opera staging. In the case of Wagner stagings, I argue for 

the incorporation of cultural memory studies alongside textual and performance 

approaches.     

 

Divided Germany during the 1970s and 1980s 

Shortly after Germany’s division in May 1945, two separate states were 

established with very different political and economic systems. Founded in October 1949, 

the GDR was a communist country aligned with the Soviet Union and controlled by a 

single party, the Socialist Unity Party (SED). Its economy was highly centralized, and the 
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cultural sphere was closely monitored by the state. Created in May 1949, the FRG was a 

democratic country aligned with the Western allies – in particular the United States. Its 

economy combined aspects of free market and social welfare; and, though its cultural 

institutions received generous state subsidies, cultural expression was much less 

regulated. Though both German states changed over time, they more or less adhered to 

these features. 

My project focuses on divided Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, a time of 

great change in the relationship between the two states. The early 1970s witnessed a 

period of détente between the United States and the Soviet Union that had a profound 

effect on both East and West Germany. In the FRG, the Social Democratic Party (SPD) 

became the dominant political party; and, Chancellor Willy Brandt initiated a number of 

important reforms in the domestic and foreign policy, the most important of these being 

his Ostpolitik. Signed by the FRG and the GDR in December 1972, the Basic Treaty 

allowed for greater communication and trade between the two states. During this time, 

West Germany was also confronting the legacy of the 1968 student protest movement, a 

legacy that was overshadowed by the terrorist attacks of left-extremist groups such as the 

Baader-Meinhof gang.  

The GDR also experienced important changes during the 1970s. A change in 

leadership – Erich Honecker became First Secretary in 1971 – coincided with a period of 

relative economic and cultural liberalization. Many works that had been suppressed prior 

to this date were now published, and composers and musicians were more likely to adopt 

Western styles and techniques (from serialism to rock music). Be that as it may, the 
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practice of censorship (never openly acknowledged in the GDR) remained in place, 

though with a slight easing of constraints. 

The 1980s were marked by the re-intensification of the Cold War. The FRG 

switched to a conservative CDU-FDP coalition that was strongly committed to NATO 

and the United States in particular. The change of government and economic recession 

helped put an end to an era of optimistic reform. CDU politicians placed a great emphasis 

on reinterpreting the German past as the basis of a strong FRG national identity.  

The re-intensification of the Cold War was also apparent in the GDR during the 

1980s. Already the expulsion of the poet-singer Wolf Biermann in 1976 had signaled an 

end to the short period of liberalization. In the years that followed, a great number of 

artists and intellectuals were forced to leave the GDR, resulting in an enormous drain of 

East German talent.  

 

Why Wagner and the Ring Cycle?                          

Richard Wagner and his works have long played a central role in the construction 

of German cultural and national identity.1 This was especially the case in postwar 

Germany, when productions of Wagner’s works provided a sense of historical continuity 

                                                
1 On the history of using Wagner and his works to construct German national identity, see 
Stephen McClatchie, “Performing Germany in Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von 
Nürnberg,” in The Cambridge Companion to Wagner, ed. Thomas S. Grey (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008): 134-150. Refer also to Thomas S. Grey, “Wagner’s 
Die Meistersinger as National Opera (1868-1945),” in Music and German National 
Identity, ed. Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2002): 78-104. For a more in-depth discussion of Wagner and German national identity, 
see Sven Oliver Müller, Richard Wagner und die Deutschen. Eine Geschichte von Hass 
und Hingabe (Munich: Verlag C. H. Beck, 2013). See also Udo Bermbach, Richard 
Wagner in Deutschland. Rezeption – Verfälschungen (Stuttgart: Verlag J. B. Metzler, 
2011). 
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that was otherwise missing. Particularly during the 1970s and 1980s, the interpretation 

and use of Wagner took on a new urgency and a unique shape as a result of political 

division, the ongoing process of coming to terms with the Nazi past, and new intellectual 

perspectives. By drawing attention to the connection between Wagner and national 

identity in postwar Germany, I do not mean to suggest that there was a single, 

unquestioned type of identity. On the contrary, both East and West Germany developed 

their own identities; and, within each state, there was more than just one kind of identity. 

Not to mention that many West Germans preferred to think of themselves in terms of a 

particular region (Bavaria, the Black Forest, the Rhineland, and so on). Be that as it may, 

I retain the concept of national identity in order to refer to forms of identity that extend 

beyond a particular region.            

In the FRG, Wagner staging served to “perform” a number of competing types of 

national identity.2 In addition to more traditional stagings, there were those at the 

Bayreuth festival – after its reopening in 1951 – that interpreted Wagner in terms of 

ancient Greek tragedy and myth, though without attending to the social and political 

aspects of these. During the 1950s and 1960s, Wieland and Wolfgang Wagner produced 

stagings that were stripped down to a few basic elements: a disc, the refined use of light 

and color, and simple sets and costumes that refrained from suggesting a specific time or 

place. The “New Bayreuth” style presented an image of the festival as belonging to a 

                                                
2 The notion of “performing” national identity is from Stephen McClatchie, Performing 
Germany in Wagner’s Die Meistersinger, 135. With regard to Wagner staging and 
national identity in the FRG, see Detlef Brandenburg, “Wahn und Welt. Politische 
Aspekte der Rezeption von Wagners Ring des Nibelungen in der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland nach 1945,” Wagnerspectrum 1 (2006): 11-61. See also the section 
beginning with “Ring-Interpretationen in der Bundesrepublik” in Bermbach, Richard 
Wagner in Deutschland, 399-417. 
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much older Western cultural tradition removed from German nationalism and the Nazi 

past. In this respect, Bayreuth was a microcosm of West Germany, which stressed 

Western integration while simultaneously keeping silent about and distancing itself from 

the recent past. 

This type of early postwar West German national identity was challenged in the 

early 1970s by new Ring cycles in Kiel and Kassel, both of which emphasized the 

political themes in Wagner’s work and drew on imagery from the present and the Nazi 

past. There was also a production of the Ring as a piece of spoken theater at the Munich 

Kammerspiele in 1971, which interpreted the work as a parable about society during 

Wagner’s lifetime. All three productions were indicative of a new type of national 

identity, one that was shaped by the 1968 student movement and that sought to address 

the Nazi past openly. Another key feature of this new left-liberal type of identity was its 

search for alternative pasts that had been silenced during the Third Reich and the early 

postwar years, in particular leftist revolutionary thinking of the nineteenth century 

(Bakunin, Proudhon, Blanqui). The search for an alternative past was especially evident 

in the Bayreuth centennial Ring, when Chéreau interpreted Wagner in terms of many of 

these nineteenth-century revolutionary thinkers. Part of what made the Bayreuth 

centennial Ring so controversial was that it suggested the same sort of identity that had 

been on display in the Kassel, Kiel, and Munich stagings. A large percentage of the 

Bayreuth audience was from an older generation that had lived under National Socialism 

and that had a different conception of national identity (one that corresponded more with 

the stagings of the early postwar years).        
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In the GDR, Wagner staging served to perform the official image of East 

Germany as the “true” inheritor of a long tradition of progressive, enlightened thinking in 

German history.3 It also sought to present the GDR as belonging to a more advanced 

stage of history in which the workers and peasants were in control of the means of 

production. Though there were multiple conceptions of national identity in the GDR (see 

chapter one), in most cases only the official one sanctioned by the SED party was 

allowed to be presented on the stage. As demonstrated by the Leipzig Ring cycle (1973-

1976), this image of national identity was highlighted by means of allegorical depictions 

of class conflict and a view of history leading up to communism.             

Wagner staging was also a primary site for the process of coming to terms with 

the Nazi past (Vergangenheitsbewältigung) in both East and West Germany, though this 

process was different in each state. Wagner and his works were central in discussions 

about the Nazi past for the following reasons: Adolf Hitler’s appropriation of Wagner to 

fashion his own personal image, his close relationship with the Bayreuth festival, and 

Wagner’s own anti-Semitism.4 In the GDR, where National Socialism was equated with 

an extreme form of capitalism, coming to terms with the past involved rejecting the 

economic conditions of capitalism and dividing German history into two separate strands: 

the reactionary strand that included the Third Reich and led to the FRG, and the 

progressive strand that stretched back to the Peasants’ War of 1525 and culminated in the 

                                                
3 On Wagner reception and national identity in the GDR, see Elaine Kelly, “Imagining 
Richard Wagner: The Janus Head of a Divided Nation,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian 
and Eurasian History 9, no. 4 (2008): 799-829. See also Eckart Kröplin, “Aufhaltsame 
Ankunft und ahnungsvoller Abschied: Der Ring in der DDR,” Wagnerspectrum 2, no. 1 
(2006): 63-110.  
4 Hans Rudolf Vaget, “Hitler’s Wagner: Musical Discourse as Cultural Space,” in Music 
and Nazism: Art under Tyranny, 1933-1945, ed. Michael H. Kater and Albrecht 
Riethmüller (Laaber: Laaber, 2003): 15-31.  
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GDR. Since Wagner’s late works exhibited the pessimistic ideas of Schopenhauer – a 

philosopher that was considered reactionary in the GDR – the appropriation of Wagner 

presented SED cultural functionaries with more of a challenge than Bach, Handel, and 

Beethoven. As a consequence, officials approached Wagner as a sort of metaphor for 

German history in general, praising his (pre-1848) revolutionary side and condemning his 

(post-1848) reactionary side. This approach resulted in a reading of the Ring cycle 

(completed in 1876) that stressed the work’s original conception during Wagner’s 

revolutionary years. In short, Wagner stagings served an important function in the GDR’s 

own version of Vergangenheitsbewältigung, which involved laying claim to the 

progressive heritage of the German past while simultaneously distancing itself from the 

Nazi past and the FRG. This approach to Wagner did not involve drawing attention to his 

anti-Semitism but rather stressed his commitment to revolutionary ideals. 

The discussion of Wagner in terms of the Nazi past took on a much different form 

in the FRG.5 During the 1950s and 1960s, there were two different tendencies. On the 

one hand, directors and audience members were silent about Hitler and the Nazi party’s 

appropriation of Wagner. This was the more common approach and was especially 

evident at the Bayreuth festival. On the other hand, intellectuals such as Thomas Mann 

and Theodor Adorno made a direct connection between Wagner and Hitler and Wagner 

and fascism.6 In the 1970s and afterward, it became more common for directors, critics, 

                                                
5 For an overview of these Wagner debates in the FRG, see Vaget, Hitler’s Wagner, 17-
20. 
6 See Thomas Mann’s letter to Emil Preetorius, dated 6 December 1949, in his Pro and 
Contra Wagner, trans. Allan Blunden (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985): 210. 
Thomas Mann makes a connection between Wagner the person and Hitler the person 
(“There is a good deal of ‘Hitler’ in Wagner.”) See also Theodor Adorno, In Search of 
Wagner, trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Verso, 2005). Though drafted in 1937-



     

 8 

and musicologists to debate the relationship between Wagner and the Nazi past openly. 

Along with Hans-Jürgen Syberberg’s controversial 1975 film on Winifred Wagner, two 

important books were published in 1976 that guided subsequent debates.7 Hartmut 

Zelinsky assembled a collection of texts – many of them racist and nationalistic – 

documenting over 100 years of Wagner reception, implying a direct line from Wagner to 

Hitler.8 Zelinsky also published an essay arguing that Wagner’s anti-Semitism is reflected 

in his music dramas, an argument already made by Adorno.9 The second book was 

Michael Karbaum’s history of the Bayreuth festival, which documented the festival’s 

active involvement with the radical right since the late nineteenth century and with 

National Socialism beginning in 1919.10 By far the most shocking was the speech that 

West German President Walter Scheel gave at Bayreuth just prior to the centennial Ring, 

in which he spoke directly of the festival’s active role in Nazi politics.  

Of all of Wagner’s works, I selected the Ring cycle for the following reasons. 

This work has an enormous range of interpretations, which is at least partly due to the 

fact that Wagner himself kept changing his ideas about the Nibelung material and about 

                                                                                                                                            
1938, the book was first published as Theodor Adorno, Versuch über Wagner (Berlin: 
Suhrkamp Verlag, 1952). In addition to finding traces of Wagner’s anti-Semitism in his 
music dramas, Adorno traces fascism back to Wagner’s works and theories. Both Mann 
and Adorno are discussed in Hans Rudolf Vaget, “Thomas Mann: Pro and Contra 
Adorno,” in Sound Figures of Modernity: German Music and Philosophy, ed. Jost 
Hermand and Gerhard Richter (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2006): 201-231.   
7 Winifred Wagner und die Geschichte des Hauses Wahnfried 1914-1975, directed by 
Hans-Jürgen Syberberg (1975; Munich; H.J. Syberberg Filmproduktion, 2006), DVD. 
8 Hartmut Zelinsky, Richard Wagner: ein deutsches Thema: eine Dokumentation zur 
Wirkungsgeschichte Richard Wagners 1876-1976 (Frankfurt am Main: 
Zweitausendeines, 1976).  
9 Hartmut Zelinsky, “Die ‘Feuerkur’ des Richard Wagner oder die ‘neue Religion’ der 
‘Erlösung’ durch ‘Vernichtung,’” in Richard Wagner – Wie antisemitisch darf ein 
Künstler sein? (Munich: text und kritik, 1978): 79-112.  
10 Michael Karbaum, Studien zur Geschichte der Bayreuther Festspiele (Regensburg: 
Bosse, 1976). 
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art and politics in general.11 Second, the Ring cycle has – from the start – played a central 

role in the construction of German national identity. During the period following the 

French occupation and the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, the medieval 

epic poem Nibelungenlied (composed around 1200) took on the function of a national 

epic, providing early German nationalists with a prehistory of an imagined German 

nation.12 Though Wagner’s Ring cycle was only partially based on the Nibelungenlied, 

Wagner was responding to calls for a German national opera based on it.13 In the years 

that followed, both Wagner’s tetralogy and the Nibelungenlied were repeatedly alluded to 

in order to express nationalistic sentiments.14 This was especially the case during the 

Third Reich, when Siegfried became a symbol of bravery for German soldiers and the 

object of a “German” religious cult. 

It is particularly these two aspects of the Ring cycle – its rich interpretive history 

and its use to construct conceptions of German national and cultural identity – that led me 

to select this work. Both of these aspects are also features that directors, audience 

members, critics, musicologists, and historians were confronted with in the GDR and 

                                                
11 For a short outline of Wagner’s changing ideas about the Ring project and the 
interpretive history of the Ring cycle in general, see Barry Millington, “Der Ring des 
Nibelungen: Conception and Interpretation,” in The Cambridge Companion to Wagner, 
ed. Thomas S. Grey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008): 74-84. See also 
Warren Darcy, “‘The World Belongs to Alberich!’ Wagner’s Changing Attitude towards 
the Ring,” in Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung: A Companion, ed. Stewart Spencer and 
Barry Millington (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1993): 48-52.  
12 Cyril Edwards, “Introduction,” in Nibelungenlied: The Lay of the Nibelungs (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010): xxi. 
13 On Wagner’s use of medieval sources in the Ring cycle, see Elizabeth Magee, “In 
Pursuit of the Purely Human: The Ring and its Medieval Sources,” in Wagner’s Ring of 
the Nibelung: A Companion, ed. Stewart Spencer and Barry Millington (New York: 
Thames and Hudson, 1993): 29-32. 
14 On the nineteenth- and twentieth-century reception of Nibelungenlied and the Nibelung 
material in general, see Edwards, Introduction to Nibelungenlied, xix-xxix. 
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FRG during the 1970s and 1980s. The final reason that I selected the Ring cycle was 

because of the extreme challenge of staging this work, not only financially but also 

physically and aesthetically.  

 

Three Case Studies: Leipzig, Bayreuth, and Frankfurt 

My dissertation looks at three different stagings of the Ring cycle during the 

1970s and 1980s: Leipzig (1973-1976), Bayreuth (1976), and Frankfurt (1985-1987). The 

Leipzig Ring explores the idea of Wagner as a political revolutionary figure and 

interprets the cycle as a parable about nineteenth-century class conflicts. I examine how 

Joachim Herz’s depiction of the Gibichung court as a fascist period of history is in 

keeping with the SED party’s anti-fascist narrative that equates National Socialism with 

an extreme form of capitalism. Herz’s interpretation of the ending of Götterdämmerung 

as a tabula rasa gives theatrical expression to the ideological belief in a clean break with 

the Nazi past. 

The Bayreuth centennial Ring presents conflicting views of Wagner. On the one 

hand, Chéreau portrays Wagner as a political revolutionary thinker who provides a 

critique of the power structures underlying the modern state. On the other, Boulez 

dismisses the political aspects of Wagner’s life and works entirely, focusing instead on 

the progressive qualities of the music. Boulez argues that Wagner’s music defies all 

attempts of political appropriation. Yet in spite of their different views of Wagner, both 

Chéreau and Boulez treat Wagner’s work as an opportunity to reflect on the legacy of the 

1968 movement. Both artists articulate a sense of unease about revolutionary activity, 
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which mirrors the growing anxiety in both West Germany and France about the radical 

left. 

The Frankfurt Ring also exhibits conflicting views of Wagner. Ruth Berghaus, an 

East German director working in West Germany, interprets Wagner in terms of a 

tradition of epic theater and also historical materialism – the idea of history as a series of 

stages involving conflicting socio-economic formations. In contrast, the dramaturge 

Klaus Zehelein approaches Wagner as a text among other texts. Along with 

deemphasizing the significance of the author-composer, Zehelein disregards the idea of 

Wagner as a political revolutionary figure and Wagner’s anti-Semitism, instead focusing 

on aspects of language and textuality. In spite of the differences between Berghaus and 

Zehelein, both stress the independence and interplay of the media involved in opera 

(music, vocal text, gesture, staging) and favor moments that interrupt the linear flow of 

the narrative. In addition to looking at the conceptual writings of Berghaus and Zehelein, 

I will also discuss how the reception of the Frankfurt Ring in West German newspapers 

reflects the re-intensification of the Cold War in the 1980s. 

… 

Each case study permits me to take a closer look at a different historical debate in 

divided Germany during the 1970s and 1980s. I compare Joachim Herz’s depiction of a 

fascist state in Götterdämmerung with descriptions of the Nazi past in the historiography 

and literature of the GDR during the 1970s. I contextualize Patrice Chéreau’s anti-

authoritarian view of the state and his evaluation of revolutionary activity in terms of 

memories of the 1968 events in the FRG during the 1970s. Both Ruth Berghaus and 

Klaus Zehelein present historical narratives that share important features in common with 
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arguments subsequently made by Michael Stürmer and Jürgen Habermas during the 

Historians’ Dispute of 1986-1987. In all three cases, I argue that these opera stagings not 

only reflect existing historical debates but also actively contribute to them, in some cases 

even presenting new and opposing narratives.                              

 

Methodological Overview: Text, Performance, and Cultural Memory 

 Current scholarship on opera staging frequently adopts one of two different 

methodological approaches: on the one hand, an emphasis on textuality and interpreting 

texts (the libretto, score, gesture, stage and costume design); on the other, reflection on 

the phenomenological experience of an opera performance, focusing on those aspects of a 

performance that cannot be reduced to a pre-existing text such as the score or libretto (the 

vocal and physical presence of the singers, the viewer/listener’s bodily response to this 

presence, the subjective experience of time and space). While my dissertation 

incorporates aspects of both of these approaches, I also add a third one: cultural memory 

studies and the attention to representations of the past on the opera stage. 

 The textual approach to opera staging and opera performance relies on semiotic 

and hermeneutic theories. David Levin describes opera as having multiple, competing 

texts (the musical score, the libretto, stage directions, costume and stage design), each of 

which is capable of conveying its own meaning.15 This results in a “surfeit of signifying 

systems,” which – ideally – the director emphasizes by means of “polylogical stagings” 

that draw attention to the conflicting components of opera.16 As Levin himself points out, 

                                                
15 David J. Levin, Unsettling Opera: Staging Mozart, Verdi, Wagner, and Zemlinsky 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007): 11. 
16 Ibid, 32. 
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his understanding of “text” is based on Roland Barthes’ description of text as constantly 

taking on meaning independent of the author and as relying on the active role of the 

reader (as opposed to the “work” as a fixed object defined by the author).17 Though Levin 

stresses the active part of the reader, for him the “reader” is primarily the director and the 

dramaturge – not the singers, the musicians, or the audience. As a result, Levin tends to 

privilege the director’s interpretation over all other forms of interpretation in an opera 

performance. 

 Another example of the textual approach is Jean-Jacques Nattiez. Though Nattiez 

does not use the word “text,” he – like Levin – is interested in signifying systems and the 

creation and interpretation of meaning. Drawing on Jean Molino’s work on musical 

semiotics, Nattiez describes opera staging in terms of three levels: the process of creation 

involving the composer and librettist; the material trace (the musical score, the libretto); 

and the process of interpretation involving the performers, conductor, and director.18 This 

process of interpretation in turn becomes the starting point of another three levels: the 

process of creation involving the performers, conductor, and director; the material trace 

(the performance, the staging); and the process of interpretation involving the audience 

members. Nattiez stresses that his semiological approach to opera staging is not the same 

thing as a communication model in which the interpreter merely decodes the creator’s 

intended message. On the contrary, he argues that the interpreter does not have direct 

                                                
17 Ibid, 3. Levin refers to Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text,” in Image, Music, Text, 
essays selected and trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977). 
18 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, “‘Fidelity’ to Wagner: Reflections on the Centenary Ring,” in 
Wagner in Performance, ed. Barry Millington and Stewart Spencer (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1992): 75-98. This essay on the Bayreuth centennial Ring is based on 
the theoretical framework outlined in the first chapter of Jean-Jacques Nattiez, Music and 
Discourse: Toward a Semiology of Music, trans. Carolyn Abbate, 1990 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1990). 
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access to the creator’s intentions and actively produces new meanings. While Nattiez 

emphasizes the active role of the interpreter, there is a certain danger in speaking of a 

material trace that exists apart from interpretation. I would argue that the work always 

exists in the act of interpretation.  

 My dissertation incorporates many aspects of the textual approach. Like Levin, I 

am very interested in the director’s interpretation, which leads me to consider conceptual 

writings and program notes. Yet I counterbalance this approach with attention to 

reception, more specifically how critics interpret these stagings in their reviews. Like 

Nattiez, I do not assume that the director’s viewpoint is always transparent and that the 

critic merely records the director’s unmediated conceptual ideas. Additionally, I place 

both the director and the critics in their cultural and political context, discussing how this 

context shaped their interpretations. Especially in the case of the Leipzig Ring, I do not 

assume that what the director articulated verbally in the conceptual writings and program 

notes directly corresponds with the actual staging. (A director might say something but 

then do something different – whether consciously or unintentionally.) Finally, I look at 

not only what the director writes about the staging but also the conductor, dramaturge, 

and costume and stage designers. In most cases, I did not consider comments made by the 

singers, though this would – without doubt – contribute to the understanding of these 

opera productions. 

… 

 Over the last fifteen years, a number of scholars have criticized the textual 

approach to opera staging and opera performance. Carolyn Abbate’s article “Music – 

Drastic or Gnostic” draws attention to those aspects of a musical performance that cannot 
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be understood in terms of interpretation and meaning only.19 She urges musicologists to 

consider the “drastic” moments of a performance when the listener/viewer focuses on the 

experience in the moment and attends to the aural and physical presence of the 

performer(s). 

 Abbate’s emphasis on presence and the material is part of a broader trend in 

literary theory and theater studies. She refers to the literary scholar Hans Ulrich 

Gumbrecht, who argues that the humanities and social sciences in today’s university 

system are so preoccupied with interpretation and finding meaning that they fail to see 

the physical and experiential qualities of the things that they study.20 Without abandoning 

more traditional textual approaches, Gumbrecht advocates an approach that focuses on 

“presence” – that is, on the experience of things that are actually present in the same 

physical space and on the extraordinary feelings that may accompany such experiences. 

Applying this approach to opera, Gumbrecht describes the epiphany-like experience of 

sitting in an opera house and sharing the same space as a performing body.21 In such 

moments, the performing body does not signify or represent something beyond itself (an 

absent signified); rather meaning resides in the body itself. 

                                                
19 Carolyn Abbate, “Music – Drastic or Gnostic?,” Critical Inquiry 30, no. 3 (2004): 505-
536. For a response, see Karol Berger, “Musicology According to Don Giovanni, or: 
Should We Get Drastic?,” Journal of Musicology 22, no. 3 (2005): 490-501.   
20 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Production of Presence: What Meaning Cannot Convey 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004). For a discussion of this book, see Lloyd 
Kramer, “Searching for Something That Is Here and There and Also Gone,” History and 
Theory 48, no. 1 (2009): 85-97. 
21 Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, “Produktion von Präsenz, durchsetzt mit Absenz: Über 
Musik, Libretto und Inszenierung,” in Ästhetik der Inszenierung: Dimensionen eines 
künstlerischen, kulturellen und gesellschaftlichen Phänomens, ed. Josef Früchtl and Jörg 
Zimmermann (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 2001): 63-76. 
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 Theater studies has also started to move away from semiotic and hermeneutic 

models in favor of the concepts of the performative and performativity taken from 

performance studies and the philosophy of language.22 (Performance studies treats all 

cultural phenomena as performances, not just theatrical performances.) Drawing on John 

L. Austin’s notion of a “performative utterance” (a speech act) and Judith Butler’s 

concept of gender performativity (gender is constituted by bodily acts), the theater 

scholar Erika Fischer-Lichte defines the “performative” and “performativity” as the 

bodily co-presence of performers and spectators.23 Rather than focusing on what the 

performance represents and expresses, she advocates looking at what the performance 

does as a performative act. 

 This call for an approach that attends to the performative aspects of theatrical 

performance has been taken up the opera and theater scholar Clemens Risi. His recent 

article “Opera in Performance – In Search of New Analytical Approaches” offers several 

helpful suggestions for writing about those features of an opera performance that cannot 

be understood solely in terms of textuality.24 Risi describes the sensual experience of a 

voice in terms of the subjective needs and expectations of the listeners, which when not 

met may result in profound feelings of disorientation. He discusses the perception of time 

and how the music and/or staging may speed up or slow down the spectator’s experience 

of time. Finally, he draws attention to the active participation of the audience, as for 

                                                
22 Erika Fischer-Lichte, The Transformative Power of Performance: A New Aesthetics, 
trans. Saskya Jain (London: Routledge, 2008). This is a translation of Erika Fischer-
Lichte, Ästhetik des Performativen (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2004). See also 
Shannon Jackson, Professing Performance: Theater in the Academy from Philology to 
Performativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
23 Fischer-Lichte, Transformative Power of Performance, 32. 
24 Clemens Risi, “Opera in Performance – In Search of New Analytical Approaches,” 
Opera Quarterly 27, no. 2-3 (2011): 283-295. 
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example when its applause or booing compels the performers to make adjustments. Risi 

applies these and additional approaches in an insightful essay on stagings of Wagner’s 

Ring cycle, giving a fresh perspective on the Bayreuth centennial Ring and its “new 

discovery of the body” as a central element of opera performance.25 

 How do I incorporate the performative dimension into my dissertation? While I 

did not attend the three stagings that I write about, I nevertheless saw video recordings of 

two of them (the Bayreuth and Frankfurt cycles).26 Though my experience did not include 

the “bodily co-presence” described by Fischer-Lichte, I did nevertheless experience many 

of the aspects discussed in Risi’s article (heightened expectations, a sensual and sensorial 

response to the voices and performing bodies, a heightened awareness of the perception 

of time). Since the recording of the Frankfurt Ring was of a live performance, I was also 

able to observe the audience’s active participation (applause and booing) and how the 

performers responded. In the case of the Leipzig Ring – where no video recording exists 

– I referred to rehearsal and performance photographs, which gave me an impression of 

the physical space of the performing bodies. I was able to gauge the response of the 

audience through the eyewitness accounts of the reviewers. Finally, in all three case 

studies, I focused on not only what the performers and stagings express and represent but 

also what they do as performative acts (perceptually, culturally, politically).                    

… 

                                                
25 Clemens Risi, “‘Keinen Wagner-Kult mehr. Sondern Theater, Theater, Theater’ – Der 
Ring des Nibelungen und das Regietheater,” in Von der Zukunft einer unmöglichen 
Kunst: 21 Perspektiven zum Musiktheater, ed. Bettina Knauer and Peter Krause 
(Bielefeld: Aisthesis, 2006): 139-147.  
26 For a discussion of opera performance, “liveness,” and recordings, see the articles 
appearing in Opera Quarterly 26, no. 1 (2010). 
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 In addition to the textual and performative approaches, I turn to cultural memory 

studies in order to shed light on the broader function of Wagner stagings. Drawing on the 

research of Astrid Erll, I refer to cultural memory as the interaction of past and present in 

specific cultural contexts.27 Up until recently, musicology has not shown much interest in 

cultural memory, but that is quickly changing.28 Two aspects of cultural memory studies 

are especially relevant to my project. Recent research looks at the performative 

dimension of memory, more specifically at performances of the past in a broad range of 

cultural phenomena (from music and theater to museums and the media).29 Secondly, 

cultural studies of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Germany focus on memory and the 

construction of cultural and national identities.30 

                                                
27 “[Cultural memory is] the interplay of present and past in socio-cultural contexts.” 
Astrid Erll, “Cultural Memory Studies: An Introduction,” in Cultural Memory Studies: 
An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008): 2. See Astrid Erll’s introduction for a broad overview 
of cultural memory studies.  
28 Recent publications include Ryan Minor, “Occasions and Nations in Brahms’s Fest- 
und Gedenksprüche,” 19th-Century Music 29, no. 3 (2006): 261-288. Benedict Taylor, 
“Nostalgia and Cultural Memory in Barber’s Knoxville: Summer of 1915,” Journal of 
Musicology 25, no. 3 (2008): 211-229. Heather Wiebe, Britten’s Unquiet Pasts: Sound 
and Memory in Postwar Reconstruction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
Jane F. Fulcher, Composer as Intellectual: Music and Ideology in France 1914-1940 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). Three recent dissertations deal with cultural 
memory in postwar Germany. Amy Wlodarski, “The Sounds of Memory: German 
Musical Representations of the Holocaust, 1945-1965” (Ph.D. diss., Eastman School of 
Music, 2005). Julia Goodwin, “Breaking Down Barriers: Music and the Culture of 
Reconciliation in West Berlin, 1961-1989” (Ph.D. diss., University of Rochester, 2007). 
Martha Sprigge, “Abilities to Mourn: Musical Commemoration in the German 
Democratic Republic (1945-1989)” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2013). 
29 For example, see Karin Tilmans et al., ed., Performing the Past: Memory, History, and 
Identity in Modern Europe (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010). 
30 Rudy Koshar, From Monuments to Traces: Artifacts of German Memory, 1870-1990 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). Mary Fulbrook, German National 
Identity after the Holocaust (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999). 
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  The historian Jay Winter highlights the “performative moment” of cultural 

memory.31 That is, when individuals and groups speak about, depict, or embody a 

particular view of the past, they may forge a sense of community and inscribe new layers 

of meaning onto existing memories. Like the scholars discussed in the previous section 

on performativity, Jay Winter employs the work of John L. Austin and Judith Butler to 

describe how memory, remembering, and remembrance are performative acts that are an 

essential component of forming and reiterating individual and collective identity. 

Individuals and groups engage in acts of performing the past in order to express who they 

are and from where they come. 

 In what way do opera stagings perform the past? Theater scholar Marvin Carlson 

offers a few suggestions that can be applied to opera. In his book The Haunted Stage: The 

Theatre as Memory Machine, Carlson describes theater as a repository of cultural 

memory that both reenacts familiar events and stories and also subjects them to continual 

adjustment and modification.32 He uses the term “ghosting” to refer to how audience 

members encounter the past in terms of not only the content of the plays (historical 

events and figures) but also prior experiences of attending the theater. The same is true of 

stagings of familiar works, which may refer to past (historical) events and previous 

productions of the same work. Carlson concludes that the theater is a social institution 

that serves to reinforce a sense of community through shared memory, which it does “by 

bringing together on repeated occasions and in the same spaces the same bodies (onstage 

                                                
31 Jay Winter, “The Performance of the Past: Memory, History, Identity,” in Performing 
the Past: Memory, History, and Identity in Modern Europe (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press, 2010): 11-23. 
32 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 2001): 2. 
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and in the audience) and the same physical material.”33 While Carlson’s model is helpful 

for understanding the opera house as a site of memory – opera is perhaps even more 

“haunted” than theater – he loses sight of how memory is contested and that theater/opera 

can become a site of multiple, conflicting views of the past. 

 Now I turn to cultural studies of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Germany and 

how they discuss national and cultural identity in terms of memory. Drawing on Benedict 

Anderson’s notion of an “imagined community” (the nation is a community sharing a 

language and traditions), Mary Fulbrook defines national identity as a community sharing 

the sense of a common past, common values, and common experiences in the present.34 

The importance of a shared past in the formation of national identity leads Fulbrook to 

consider national myth-making, history as a professional discipline, and popular memory 

as it relates to individual experiences. Like Fulbrook, my project looks at professional 

historiography alongside other forms of depicting the past.   

 The historian Rudy Koshar examines German cultural memory over a long time 

frame (1871-1990) in order to find specific recurring themes and symbols.35 He speaks of 

a “memory landscape,” a physical environment including both natural and man-made 

landmarks. Koshar describes cultural memory in terms of a three-part relationship 

between a memory landscape, individuals, and smaller groups that attempt to shape the 

meaning of this landscape through framing strategies. Koshar borrows the concept of 

“framing strategy” from the sociologist Erving Goffman to draw attention to how key 

groups and individuals (politicians, intellectuals, interest groups) guide and shape the 

                                                
33 Ibid, 11. 
34 Fulbrook, German National Identity after the Holocaust, 17. 
35 Koshar, From Monuments to Traces, 7. 
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public’s interpretation of a memory landscape. Koshar’s approach to cultural memory is 

helpful for considering stagings of Wagner’s Ring cycle. Like a memory landscape, 

Wagner’s work is a terrain to which listeners frequently return in order to imbue their 

personal experiences with meaning. Moreover, stagings of the cycle employ framing 

strategies that guide listeners’ experiences and interpretations of this terrain. In doing so, 

these stagings give listeners the sense of belonging to a community and of historical 

continuity. It was exactly this sense of belonging and continuity that listeners needed 

during the turbulent years of postwar Germany.                                     

  

Source Materials 

My dissertation makes use of a number of primary sources from the Joachim Herz 

and Ruth Berghaus archives at the Akademie der Künste in Berlin. These include video 

and sound recordings, program books, conceptual notes, rehearsal and performance 

photographs, costume and design sketches, logs of rehearsals and meetings, personal 

correspondence, and newspaper articles. 

In the case of the Bayreuth centennial Ring, there was no need to access the 

Bayreuth archive. I was able to order program notes through interlibrary loan. Many 

primary sources are reprinted in the book Der Ring: Bayreuth 1976-1980, including 

conceptual notes by Pierre Boulez, Patrice Chéreau, Richard Peduzzi, and Jacques 

Schmidt.36 The book also contains rehearsal and performance photos. Correspondence 

between Pierre Boulez and Wieland and Wolfgang Wagner is collected in Pierre Boulez 

                                                
36 Sylvie de Nussac, ed., Der Ring: Bayreuth 1976-1980 (Munich: Universitas Verlag, 
1980).  
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in Bayreuth.37 I refer to the video recording of the production made in 1980. Since the 

1976 version of the production was slightly different in a few scenes, I also look at 

performance photos from that year. Though I use materials that have been available for 

some time, no other studies have considered them in such detail or in the same manner. I 

am the first to examine the Bayreuth centennial cycle in terms of memories of the 1968 

events.       

… 

 The dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter One provides contextual 

information on divided Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, and it also introduces three 

historical debates that appear in the case studies. Chapter Two looks at the Leipzig Ring 

(1973-1976) as not only a parable about nineteenth-century class conflict but also a 

historical narrative about the relationship between the GDR and the Nazi past. Chapters 

Three and Four investigate the Bayreuth centennial Ring (1976), and they compare and 

contrast Patrice Chéreau and Pierre Boulez’s very different visions of Wagner. Chapter 

Five examines the multiple views of Wagner in the Frankfurt Ring (1985-1987). While 

the director Ruth Berghaus interprets the work in terms of a tradition of epic theater and 

historical materialism, the dramaturge Klaus Zehelein focuses on aspects of language, 

textuality, and representation. I also discuss how the reception of the Frankfurt Ring in 

West German newspapers reflects the re-intensification of the Cold War in the 1980s.

                                                
37 Karl-Ulrich Mayer, ed., Pierre Boulez in Bayreuth: Essays, Gespräche, Dokumente 
(Bayreuth: Ellwanger, 2005). 
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Chapter One                                                                                                                
Three Historical Debates in Divided Germany during the 1970s and 1980s 

 
This chapter introduces three broader historical debates that appear in the three 

case studies. In addition to describing these debates, I also give their historical and 

cultural context. Section one examines interpretations of the Nazi past in the 

historiography and literature of the GDR during the 1970s. This enables me to 

contextualize the Leipzig Ring (1973-1976) and its depiction of the Gibichung court as a 

fascist period and its interpretation of the ending of Götterdämmerung as a clean break 

with the past. Section two looks at the 1968 student movement in West Germany and 

memories of it during the 1970s. The Bayreuth centennial Ring (1976) took place in the 

context of historical debates about how to interpret the 1968 events, which in turn shaped 

the cycle’s conception and reception. Section three looks at competing searches for the 

past in the FRG during the 1980s, in particular those that resulted in the Historians’ 

Dispute in 1986-1987. I contextualize the Frankfurt Ring (1985-1987) in terms of broader 

debates about German history and national identity during this period.          

 

I. Interpretations of the Nazi Past in the GDR during the 1970s 

 This section provides an overview of the history leading up to and including the 

1970s in the GDR. Special attention is given to Erich Honecker’s cultural policy and the 

arts during the early to mid-1970s, since this is when the Leipzig Ring cycle occurred. I 

also explore broader historical debates about the Nazi past in the GDR during the 1970s 

in order to better understand Joachim Herz’s depiction of the Gibichung court as a fascist 
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period of history and also his interpretation of the ending of Götterdämmerung as a tabula 

rasa and clean break with the past. 

On 7-8 May 1945, the Germans surrendered unconditionally to the Allies.1 At the 

Potsdam Conference of July-August 1945, Germany was divided into four zones of 

occupation: American, British, French, and Soviet. 

 In the Soviet zone, the Soviet-backed German Communist Party (KPD) quickly 

established control over local politics. In April 1946, the KPD merged with the German 

Social Democrats (SPD) to create the Socialist Unity Party (SED). In the years that 

followed, the former Social Democrats were purged, and the SED became predominantly 

communist. Other parties in the Soviet zone included the Christian Democratic Union 

(CDU) – a conservative Christian party that attempted to unite Catholics and Protestants 

– and the Liberal Democratic Party of Germany (LDPD). There were also the Peasants’ 

Party (DBD) and the Nationalists (NDPD), both of which were communist puppet parties 

from the start. By 1948 the SED controlled all the parties in the Soviet zone. Backed by 

the Soviet Military Administration (SMAD), the SED implemented Soviet policies and 

eliminated all possibilities of democratization.  

 The German Democratic Republic was founded in the Soviet zone on 7 October 

1949, largely in response to the foundation of the FRG several months earlier. The first 

constitution of the GDR resembled that of the FRG in many respects, since reunification 

still seemed possible at the time. (It was not until 1952 that Stalin abandoned the idea of 

                                                
1 Background information on the GDR is from Mary Fulbrook, A History of Germany 
1918-2008: The Divided Nation (Chichester, West Sussex, U.K.: Wiley-Blackwell, 
2009). See especially “Part II: The Divided Nation: The Two Germanies, 1945-1990.” 
See also Mary Fulbrook, “The Two Germanies, 1945-90,” in A Concise History of 
Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004): 205-249. 
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reunification.) Like the FRG, the GDR had a president and a head of government; and, it 

also had a parliament (Volkskammer) that in theory represented the people. The GDR’s 

first (and only) president was Wilhelm Pieck – the office was abolished after the latter’s 

death in 1960 – and its first head of government was Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl. But 

the similarities between the two German states were more appearance than reality. The 

real power of the newly formed GDR was in the hands of the SED and its leader, General 

Secretary Walter Ulbricht (later called the First Secretary). In addition to the SED, four 

smaller parties were represented in the Parliament: the Christian CDU, the Liberal LDPD, 

the nationalist NDPD, and the farmers’ DBD. Though these smaller parties had an 

important function in the GDR (they helped the SED keep in touch with popular 

opinion), they were controlled by the SED and were independent in name only.    

 With Stalin’s death in 1953 and Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization campaign starting 

in 1956, people in the GDR hoped for economic reform and a degree of liberalization. 

Ulbricht, however, was opposed to such change and remained committed to his Stalinist 

type of socialism. People resented the repressive nature of the state and the unrealistic 

long-term economic plans adopted from the Soviet Union. Confronted with the rapid 

economic growth of West Germany and the low standard of living in the GDR, many 

East Germans fled to the West from East Berlin. The mass departure of an estimated 

three and a half million people dealt an enormous blow to the East German economy, 

especially given that most of those who left were skilled and educated. Ulbricht 

responded by building the Berlin Wall in August 1961.  

 In the decade following the construction of the Berlin Wall, the GDR experienced 

a number of improvements. The “New Economic System” introduced in 1963 
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encouraged technical expertise and helped to establish a new technical intelligentsia that 

enjoyed certain economic and political privileges. Though Ulbricht was opposed to any 

and all forms of political decentralization or democratization, the state was generally less 

repressive and was less likely to intrude on the lives of its people so long as they gave the 

outward appearance of conforming to the system. Many of these changes were however 

reversed in 1968 in response to the Prague Spring. In August 1968, Soviet troops invaded 

Czechoslovakia, putting an end to Alexander Dubcek’s “socialism with a human face.” 

(After becoming the Communist Party leader in Czechoslovakia in January 1968, Dubcek 

had initiated a number of significant reforms, including the relaxation of censorship 

laws.) After witnessing the outcome of the Prague Spring, many intellectuals in the GDR 

became increasingly disillusioned with the East German state and communism in its 

actual existing form. For example, the author Uwe Johnson mourned these events in his 

novel Jahrestage (Anniversaries), which ends on 20 August 1968, the day that the 

Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia.2                   

In 1971, Erich Honecker replaced Ulbricht as the First Secretary of the SED, thus 

becoming the leader of the GDR. The initial years of Honecker’s leadership were marked 

by a number of significant changes. Shortly before Honecker became First Secretary, 

there was a general easing of tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union, as 

demonstrated by the negotiations of Richard Nixon and Communist Party chief Leonid 

Brezhnev at the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT) in Helsinki in November 1969. 

A key figure in this period of détente was West German Chancellor Willy Brandt, whose 

                                                
2 For further examples of authors responding to the outcome of the Prague Spring, see 
Julia Hell, “1968, August 21: Utopian Hopes and Traces of the Past,” in A New History of 
German Literature, ed. David E. Wellbery (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2004): 897-902. 
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Ostpolitik aimed to improve relations between the FRG and the GDR and also with the 

Soviet Union. It was not until the Basic Treaty (Grundlagenvertrag), signed by the FRG 

and the GDR on 21 December 1972, that West Germany formally recognized East 

Germany as a legitimate state. Prior to this date, West Germany had adhered to the 

Hallstein Doctrine, which was written in 1955 and threatened to break off diplomatic 

relations with any country that recognized the GDR.  

In addition to securing international recognition for the GDR, the Basic Treaty 

and Ostpolitik greatly benefited the East German economy. Though self-sufficient 

agriculturally, the GDR depended on foreign trade for fuel and raw materials. In the 

1970s, about thirty percent of its total foreign trade was with Western countries; and, of 

this trade with the West, a third was with the FRG. In exchange for certain promises 

(travel allowances, better communication, and improved human rights), the FRG gave 

large loans to the GDR. As Mary Fulbrook points out, given the very favorable trading 

conditions with West Germany, the GDR was in effect a sort of unofficial member of the 

European Economic Community.3 As a result of its strong economic ties to the FRG, the 

GDR was protected from many of the economic hardships experienced by its Eastern 

European neighbors. Moreover, beginning in the 1970s, the GDR became more 

consumer-oriented, and there was a greater supply of items such as televisions and cars.4 

                                                
3 Fulbrook, The Divided Nation, 182f. 
4 On consumerism and the desire for Western goods in the GDR during the 1970s, see 
Mark Landsman, Dictatorship and Demand: The Politics of Consumerism in East 
Germany (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005): 214-218. See also David F. 
Crew, “Consuming Germany in the Cold War: Consumption and National Identity in 
East and West Germany, 1949-1989, an Introduction,” in Consuming Germany in the 
Cold War (Oxford: Berg, 2003): 4-8. 
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Given the new advantageous relationship with the FRG and other Western 

countries, one would have expected the GDR to affirm – or at least acknowledge – its 

shared cultural heritage with West Germany. Honecker, however, was decidedly against 

any such affirmation or acknowledgment of a shared German identity. Fearing that the 

close economic relationship with the FRG and the growing demand for Western goods 

would upset the political status quo in the GDR, Honecker practiced a policy of cultural 

Abgrenzung.5 In 1974, the GDR adopted a new constitution that removed all previous 

references to German unity and emphasized a GDR national identity that was not 

German. Thus, the GDR was no longer “a socialist state of the German nation,” as stated 

in the earlier 1968 constitution, but instead “a socialist state of workers and peasants.”6 

The GDR also looked to strengthen its ties to the Soviet Union, which it did by means of 

the 1975 Treaty of Friendship. Moreover, East Germany now saw itself as a state that 

was going to last for a long time, not as a short transitional phase on the path to 

reunification or to a more perfect communist state.7                 

Honecker’s policies toward the arts and culture during the 1970s reflect the same 

contradictions described above: a certain degree of liberalization counterbalanced by fear 

of democratization and political instability. Earlier in December 1965, Honecker (then a 

                                                
5 On the policy of cultural and political Abgrenzung, see Avril Pittman, From Ostpolitik 
to Reunification: West German-Soviet Political Relations since 1974 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992): 66f. See also David Childs, “The SED Faces the 
Challenges of Ostpolitik and Glasnost,” in East Germany in Comparative Perspective, 
ed. David Childs and Thomas A. Baylis (London: Routledge, 1989): 1-13. For a more 
recent account of Abgrenzung, see Patrick Major, Behind the Berlin Wall: East Germany 
and the Frontiers of Power (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010): 164. 
6 Quoted in Astrid Herhoffer, “Constitutions: GDR,” in Encyclopedia of Contemporary 
German Culture, ed. John Sandford (London: Routledge, 1999): 112f. 
7 For more on the intersection of history and national identity in the GDR during the 
1970s, see Fulbrook, The Divided Nation, 253-255.  
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member of the SED’s Central Committee and the Politbüro) had been one of the key 

party functionaries at the Eleventh Plenum of the SED’s Central Committee, which 

clamped down on the liberalization of the early 1960s and singled out a number of artists 

and intellectuals for criticism.8 Yet, when Honecker was made First Secretary in 1971, he 

became an advocate of cultural change and artistic experimentation. At the Eighth Party 

Congress in June 1971, Honecker spoke of the need for new forms of expression to 

capture the present. In an article appearing in Neues Deutschland on 18 December 1971, 

Honecker stated that if one starts from the “firm position of socialism, there can […] be 

no taboos in the field of art and literature.”9  

The effects of Honecker’s new cultural policy can be seen in the arts and culture 

of this period. Works that had been suppressed prior to 1971, most notably Ulrich 

Plenzdorf’s Die neuen Leiden des jungen W. and Volker Braun’s Unvollendete 

Geschichte, were now published. The literature written during the early 1970s broke with 

existing styles and explored new topics that challenged party ideology.10 The musical 

                                                
8 Those individuals who were attacked at the 1965 meeting included Manfred Bieler, 
Wolf Biermann, Volker Braun, Peter Hacks, Robert Havemann, Stefan Heym, Günter 
Kunert, and Heiner Müller. On the Eleventh Plenum of the SED’s Central Committee, 
see Major, Behind the Berlin Wall, 173f. 
9 “If the starting point is the firm position of socialism, there can, in my opinion, be no 
taboos in the field of art and literature. This applies to questions both of content 
presentation and of style […].” Quoted in Ian Wallace, “Cultural Policy: GDR,” in 
Encyclopedia of Contemporary German Culture, ed. John Sandford (London: Routledge, 
1999): 119-122. 
10 For example, Irmtraud Morgner’s montage-novel Trobadora Beatriz (1974) presented 
a critical assessment of the experience of women in the GDR. Biographical novels such 
as Gerhard Wolf’s Der arme Hölderlin (1972) adopted techniques from Kleist, 
Hoffmann, and Büchner, presenting an alternative literary tradition to the Weimar 
classicism favored by the SED. See Helen Fehervary, “The Literature of the German 
Democratic Republic (1945-1990),” in The Cambridge History of German Literature, ed. 
Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997): 415-427. See 
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world also experienced important changes. Composers increasingly adopted Western 

modernist techniques such as serialism and indeterminacy, though often as part of an 

eclectic range of techniques and alongside political content.11 In the realm of popular 

music, the GDR cultivated its own style of rock at the 1972 Workshop Week for Youth 

Dance Music and the 1973 World Festival in Berlin; and, the Committee for 

Entertainment Art (Komitee für Unterhaltungskunst) was created in 1973 in order to 

support artists of rock, jazz, and folk music.12     

Even if Honecker’s tone signaled a change in cultural policy, the practice of 

censorship continued under his leadership, yet with a slight easing of constraints in the 

early 1970s. Though the SED did not use the term “censorship” and denied practicing it, 

the media and arts were in reality subjected to a complex system of censorship in the 

GDR.13 Unlike Nazi Germany, the GDR had no single office that was responsible for 

censorship. Instead, censorship was carried out through a complicated network of 

organizations at the central, regional, and district levels, with the help of the Stasi and 

professional bodies like the Writers’ Union. Erich Loest, an author who himself 

                                                                                                                                            
also Dennis Tate, “Prose Fiction: GDR,” in Encyclopedia of Contemporary German 
Culture, ed. John Sandford (London: Routledge, 1999): 502-505. 
11 Laura Silverberg, “Between Dissonance and Dissidence: Socialist Modernism in the 
German Democratic Republic,” Journal of Musicology 26, no. 1 (2009): 81. 
12 Dan Wilton, “The ‘Societalisation’ of the State: Sport for the Masses and Popular 
Music in the GDR,” in Power and Society in the GDR, 1961-1979: The ‘Normalisation of 
Rule’?, ed. Mary Fulbrook (New York: Berghahn Books, 2009): 106-109. 
13 Laura Bradley, Cooperation and Conflict: GDR Theatre Censorship, 1961-1989 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010): 1. For a general overview of censorship in the 
GDR, see Dennis Tate, “Censorship: GDR,” in Encyclopedia of Contemporary German 
Culture, ed. John Sandford (London: Routledge, 1999): 97f. For a more recent overview 
of the literature on GDR censorship, see Sarah Jones, Complicity, Censorship and 
Criticism: Negotiating Space in the GDR Literary Sphere (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011): 14-
16. 
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experienced this process, describes four levels of censorship.14 The first level was self-

censorship, which involved a willingness to edit one’s own texts and avoid forbidden 

topics. The second level was the author’s interaction with a “Lektor,” or literary agent 

from the publishing house, who might suggest revisions. If accepted by the publisher, the 

book then went to the appropriate branch of the Ministry of Culture. Even if approved by 

the Ministry of Culture, the book still might be blocked at the fourth level, by either the 

Culture Department of the SED’s Central Committee or the Politbüro. Yet the censorship 

process did not end here, since the amount of printed copies could be restricted. 

Moreover, the whole process was complicated by the fact that there was at times no clear 

division between censors and the censored. Artists and intellectuals might occupy 

positions within organizations responsible for censorship. In sum, censorship was 

conducted through a complex, opaque system in which an outcome could not be 

predicted in advance, which is exactly what the SED wanted. The artist or intellectual had 

always to consult with authorities regarding what was acceptable.            

 Honecker’s cultural policy shifted dramatically after the expulsion of Wolf 

Biermann on 16 November 1976. Biermann, a poet and singer who had captivated 

audiences ever since his first appearance at the Academy of the Arts in 1962, was already 

targeted at the Eleventh Plenum of the SED’s Central Committee in 1965. According to 

David Bathrick, Biermann was especially threatening to GDR authorities because of his 

access to the media and his strong connection to the West German cultural industry.15 

                                                
14 Erich Loest, Der Zorn des Schafes: Aus meinem Tagewerk (Künzelsau: Linden-Verlag, 
1990). Loest’s book is discussed in Tate, Censorship GDR, 97f. 
15 David Bathrick, “1976, November: The Politics of Poetry,” in A New History of 
German Literature, ed. David E. Welbery (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2004): 903.  
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Though Biermann had received a permanent Berufsverbot in 1965, he unexpectedly 

received permission to go on a concert tour in West Germany in November 1976. After 

his first concert in Cologne, televised in West Germany, GDR officials took away 

Biermann’s citizenship and refused to let him reenter the country, accusing him of 

criticizing the East German state on television. In response, a number of prominent East 

German artists and intellectuals wrote and signed a petition requesting the government to 

reconsider its decision. In an unprecedented move, the group circumvented the SED and 

went directly to the West German media. The SED responded harshly, and many of those 

who signed the petition were either forced to remove their name or were expelled from 

the party. The long-term effect of the so-called Biermann Affair was that numerous artists 

and writers chose or were forced to leave the GDR, including Sarah Kirsch, Günter 

Kunert, and Jurek Becker. Most of the individuals who left had actively contributed to 

East German cultural life, and their departure dealt an enormous blow to GDR national 

and cultural identity. 

… 

 We turn now to broader historical debates about the Nazi past in the GDR during 

the late 1960s and early 1970s. In the field of professional historical writing, the 

interpretation of the Nazi past remained unchanged and adhered to the earlier model of 

anti-fascism. In contrast, the literature of this period – especially autobiographical 

literature – explored an entirely different way of viewing the Nazi past, one that no longer 

believed in a clean break after 1945. The view presented by such authors as Christa Wolf 

and Franz Fühmann broke with existing SED ideology. 
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 Professional historical writing was strictly controlled in the GDR.16 The practice 

of Kaderpolitik (the training and selection of personnel that were loyal to the SED) 

ensured that the historians conformed to party ideology. In addition to the history 

departments at the GDR universities, historians were also employed at separate research 

institutes, for example the Institute of History at the Academy of Sciences in East Berlin. 

The SED had its own Institute for Marxism-Leninism, where historians researched the 

history of the German labor movement, edited the works of Karl Marx and Friedrich 

Engels, and supervised the work of other historians. Since university professors focused 

primarily on teaching and training students, research occurred mainly in the institutes. In 

general, historical research was conducted in groups, and publications had multiple 

authors. All of these factors resulted in a great deal of consistency between historians. 

 East German historians were required to adopt a Marxist model of history that 

was based on SED ideology.17 The historian’s task was complicated by the fact that the 

party’s understanding of the German past changed over time, which in turn necessitated 

changes in historical writing. Be that as it may, key features of the writing remained 

                                                
16 Stefan Berger, “From the Search for Normality to the Search for Normality: German 
Historical Writing,” in The Oxford History of Historical Writing, Volume 5: Historical 
Writing since 1945, ed. Axel Schneider and Daniel Woolf (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011): 225-228. Mary Fulbrook, “Dividing the Past, Defining the Present: 
Historians and National Identity in the Two Germanies,” in Writing National Histories: 
Western Europe since 1800, ed. Stefan Berger (London: Routledge, 2002): 217-229. 
Georg G. Iggers, Marxist Historiography in Transformation: East German Social History 
in the 1980s (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991): 1-37. 
17 On the Marxist-Leninist conception of history in the GDR, see Jan Herman Brinks, 
Paradigms of Political Change – Luther, Frederick II, and Bismark: The GDR on its Way 
to German Unity, trans. Gordon W. Smith (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 
2001): 27-38. This is a translation of Jan Herman Brinks, Die DDR-Geschichts-
wissenschaft auf dem Weg zur deutschen Einheit. Luther, Friedrich II und Bismarck als 
Paradigmen politischen Wandels (Frankfurt a. M: Campus Verlag, 1992). See also 
Andreas Dorpalen, German History in Marxist Perspective: The East German Approach 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1985): 23-62.   
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constant up until the GDR’s demise in 1990. According to the Marxist view of historical 

materialism, history is the development of successive modes of production. At each stage 

of history, there arises a conflict between the productive forces (human labor and 

equipment) and the production relations (ownership and division of labor), a conflict that 

manifests itself as a class conflict. This class conflict is resolved by means of revolution, 

which in turn brings about a new, more developed stage of history. In keeping with the 

teleological conception of history in Marx’s writings, GDR historians believed that 

history follows an inevitable course of increasingly more developed stages leading up to 

communism. Events and actions contributing to the forward movement of history were 

considered progressive, while those that obstructed it were reactionary. Yet – unlike 

Marx – GDR historians adopted Lenin’s belief that the party must first educate the 

workers before they could realize the course of history. According to the Marxist-

Leninist approach to history, the historian must serve the party and help it – as the official 

representative of the oppressed masses – awaken the people to their historical mission. In 

reality, the function of GDR historiography was to legitimize the SED. Though the 

practice of historical writing did not always correspond with this theoretical basis, it was 

one of the most closely monitored and controlled professions in the GDR. 

 A key concept of GDR historiography and SED ideology in general was anti-

fascism. In the postwar, members of the KPD – and later the SED – interpreted the Nazi 

past in terms of the Marxist understanding of fascism articulated by Georgi Dimitroff at 

the Comintern in Moscow in 1935: “[Fascism is] the overt terrorist domination of the 

most reactionary, the most chauvinistic, and the most imperialistic elements of finance 
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capital.”18 In other words, fascism is an extreme form of capitalism and can be fully 

explained in economic terms. According to this view, the Third Reich was not an 

inherently German phenomenon but rather part of a more global process in which 

capitalism was in distress.19 By rejecting the economic conditions of capitalism, party 

officials in the zone of Soviet occupation – and later in the GDR – claimed that they were 

also eliminating fascism. As Jeffrey Herf points out, by blaming a handful of rich 

industrialists and bankers – who had helped Hitler into power – East German politicians 

like Walter Ulbricht could argue that the German people bore no responsibility for Nazi 

crimes.20 Also, the “victory of communism” (i.e. the Soviet army on the Eastern front) 

over the Nazis was seen as proof of the historical inevitability of the triumph of 

communism over capitalism. Officials in East Berlin and Moscow emphasized the heroic 

resistance of the communists, leaving little or no room for discussion of the Holocaust or 

the racial aspects of Nazi crimes.21 

 The concept of anti-fascism was in turn reflected in what Jan Herman Brinks 

refers to as the “two-line theory” of GDR historians.22 The theory held that history – in 

particular German history – may be divided into progressive and reactionary lines. 

Though advanced as early as 1945, the theory was formally articulated by Leo Stern in 

his 1952 article “Contemporary Tasks of German Historical Research,” which set the 

                                                
18 Quoted in Konrad Jarausch, “The Failure of East German Antifascism: Some Ironies of 
History as Politics,” German Studies Review 14, no. 1 (1991): 87. 
19 Fulbrook, Dividing the Past, 226. 
20 Herf also states that privately Ulbricht had deep suspicions of the German people for 
supporting the Nazi regime, which was expressed in the KPD’s “Aufruf” in 1945. Jeffrey 
Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1997): 35. See especially the chapter entitled “German Communism’s 
Master Narratives of Antifascism: Berlin-Moscow-East Berlin, 1928-1945.” 
21 Fulbrook, Dividing the Past, 222f. 
22 Brinks, Paradigms of Political Change, 19. 
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guidelines for historical writing in the GDR.23 Walter Ulbricht outlined the same points at 

the Second Party Conference in July 1952. In the 1952 article, Stern stated that the 

historian’s task was to focus on the positive, progressive aspects of German history and 

trace the “German traditions of freedom and struggle which dated from the late Middle 

Ages.”24 He included the following events and movements within the progressive 

tradition and interpreted them as culminating in the GDR: the Peasants’ War of 1525, the 

Wars of Liberation in 1813/14, the 1848 revolution, the Social Democratic working-class 

movement in Imperial Germany, the Communist party in the Weimar Republic, the 

(communist) anti-fascist resistance in World War II, and the achievements of the postwar 

years and the founding of the GDR. In contrast, the reactionary tradition included the 

following historical figures leading up to and including the FRG: Luther, Frederick II, 

Bismarck, and Hitler. In this way, the SED presented itself as the heir to a long tradition 

removed from the recent Nazi past while simultaneously offloading responsibility for this 

past onto West Germany. The two-line theory remained dominant until the late 1970s, 

when a new ideological emphasis on Tradition and Erbe permitted historians to take up 

figures and topics that had previously been taboo. The anti-fascist narrative nevertheless 

continued to play a crucial role in SED doctrine; and, as a consequence, the depiction of 

the Nazi past in historical writing remained more or less the same until the end of the 

GDR. 

                                                
23 Leo Stern, “Gegenwartsaufgaben der deutschen Geschichtsforschung,” 
Wissenschaftliche Zeitschrift der Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg, 
Gesellschafts- und sprachwissenschaftliche Reihe 1, no. 3 (1951/52): 1-17. Leo Stern’s 
1952 article is discussed in Brinks, Paradigms of Political Change, 124-127. See also 
Iggers, Marxist Historiography, 10f. 
24 Brinks, Paradigms of Political Change, 127. 
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 Like historical writing, literature served a specific function for the SED. As Helen 

Bridge indicates, while professional history gave academic authority to the party’s view 

of history, the aim of literature was to make this view comprehensible to the people.25 

More specifically, the SED believed that literature should not only reflect reality but also 

inspire readers to fulfill their historical mission of realizing communism. In the early 

years of the GDR, this understanding of literature manifested itself in works focusing on 

heroic antifascism. Writing of this period, Julia Hell states that authors such as Anna 

Seghers, Willi Bredel, and Otto Gotsche depicted strong, heroic communist father figures 

fighting courageously against Nazism.26 In these novels, the Nazi past was not a problem 

that needed to be confronted but rather the source of heroic narratives of communist 

resistance.27 

 While historical writing continued to adhere to the anti-fascist narrative and the 

SED interpretation of the Nazi past, literature began gradually to question the optimistic 

view of history progressing toward communism. Helen Bridge states that – beginning in 

the early 1970s – there was a much wider gap between doctrine and practice in literature 

than in historiography.28 More specifically, literature explored critical approaches to 

history that were not permitted in professional historical writing. These critical 

                                                
25 Helen Bridge, Women’s Writing and Historiography in the GDR (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2002): 12. For an overview of the official function of literature in the 
GDR, see the section entitled “Literature and Historiography in the GDR: The 
Divergence of Theory and Practice” (pgs. 10-19). 
26 Julia Hell lists the following novels as depicting a strong, heroic communist father 
figure: Anna Seghers’s Die Toten bleiben jung, Willi Bredel’s Verwandte und Bekannte, 
and Otto Gotsche’s Die Fahne von Kriwoj Rog. Julia Hell, “1949, October 7: Socialist 
Realism as Heroic Antifascism,” in A New History of German Literature, ed. David E. 
Wellbery (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004): 846-851. 
27 Bridge, Women’s Writing and Historiography in the GDR, 36. 
28 Ibid, 10. 
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approaches to history in literature resulted from the disillusionment following the 

Eleventh Plenum of the SED and the Prague Spring, and they became more common in 

the short period of liberalization during the early 1970s. Julia Hell speaks of a “double 

death” – in fact a triple death – in Christa Wolf’s novel Nachdenken über Christa T., 

whose initial publication in 1969 was limited to a very small number of copies but which 

then appeared as a more complete edition in 1973.29 Nachdenken tells the story of two 

women who grow up together in Nazi Germany and then meet again in the newly 

founded GDR. When the character Christa T. dies of leukemia in the book, the belief in a 

clean break with the Nazi past dies with her, along with the hope for a reformed socialism 

in the GDR. As Julia Hell puts it, Christa T. belonged to a generation that came to realize 

that there was no radical break with the Nazi past after 1945.  

The continuing presence of the Nazi past in the East German present also played a 

crucial role in Wolf’s next novel Kindheitsmuster (1976), which gives a semi-

autobiographical account of the childhood experiences of a girl – Nelly Jordan – growing 

up during the Third Reich.30 Wolf showed how the everyday life of a family was affected 

by National Socialism, from the family shop selling goods to a local barracks to the 

ability of party rhetoric to shape the thinking of the German people. Moreover, Wolf’s 

use of the narrator in Kindheitsmuster drew attention to the present (the GDR during the 

1970s) and how the past carries on in the present. In doing so, Wolf emphasized the 

historical continuity between Nazi Germany and the GDR, a continuity that the SED 

                                                
29 Hell, Utopian Hopes and Traces of the Past, 898. 
30 On the depiction of the Nazi past and its relation to the East German present in Christa 
Wolf’s Kindheitsmuster, see Bridge, Women’s Writing and Historiography in the GDR, 
57-75. 
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denied. She also challenged the SED position that the German people were not 

responsible for the Nazi regime.      

The everyday experience of National Socialism from the perspective of the 

German people was a theme in additional works during the 1970s, for example Helga 

Schütz’s Vorgeschichten oder Schöne Gegend Probstein (1970) and Julia oder Erziehung 

zum Chorgesang (1980). Other works that acknowledged German guilt and explored the 

broader historical continuity between the Third Reich and the GDR were Klaus 

Schlesinger’s Michael (1971), Franz Fühmann’s 22 Tage oder Die Hälfte des Lebens 

(1973), and Hermann Kant’s Der Aufenthalt (1977). 

As we will see in the following chapter on the Ring cycle in Leipzig (1973-1976), 

Herz and the Leipzig production team’s depiction of the Gibichung court as a fascist 

stage of history is more in keeping with professional historical writing than with the 

literature mentioned above. Herz’s notion of a “tabula rasa” at the ending of 

Götterdämmerung reflects the anti-fascist narrative’s belief in a clean break with the past. 

Herz’s depiction of fascism at the Gibichung court also corresponds with the SED’s 

interpretation of fascism as a more global (i.e. non-German) stage of capitalism. Like the 

two-line theory of GDR historiography, Herz’s visual language suggests that fascism is 

part of a longer “reactionary” tradition that continues to exist in Western countries like 

the United States and West Germany. Though Herz’s depiction of the masses in the 

Leipzig Ring is not as optimistic as one would expect, he nevertheless interprets the end 

of Götterdämmerung as the beginning of communism and as the culmination of a longer 

progressive, enlightened tradition. 
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II. 1968 in West Germany: The Event and Memories during the 1970s 

 This section provides an overview of the history leading up to and including the 

1970s in West Germany. Emphasis is given not only to the events of the 1968 student 

movement but also to their interpretation in the 1970s. Broader historical debate about 

interpreting and remembering the 1968 events during the 1970s will provide a context for 

understanding the reception of the Bayreuth centennial Ring. Even though Patrice 

Chéreau’s attitude toward the 1968 student movement was not entirely positive, many 

West German reviewers nonetheless associated him with the movement, which in turn 

shaped their interpretations and evaluations of the production. 

 The Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) was founded in the American, British, 

and French zones in May 1949, four years after Germany’s surrender.31 Though the 

Western Allies had initially been in favor of the severe punishment of defeated Germany 

(e.g., the discarded “Morgenthau Plan” for deindustrialization), their policies shifted 

toward the idea of reconstruction in order to contain the threat of Soviet expansion in 

Europe. Along with the Berlin airlift in 1948-1949, the Marshall Plan – by means of 

which the United States provided economic assistance to West Germany between 1948 

and 1952 – was clear evidence that divided Germany had become the front line of a 

developing Cold War and that the United States saw West Germany as a potential ally in 

the fight against communism.   

At the first national elections in the newly founded FRG in August 1949, Konrad 

Adenauer was elected West Germany’s first Chancellor. Adenauer had been the mayor of 

Cologne from 1917 until 1933, at which time the Nazis removed him from office. In the 

                                                
31 Background information on West Germany is from Fulbrook, The Divided Nation, 
113-266. See also Fulbrook, Concise History of Germany, 205-249.  
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postwar, Adenauer became the leader of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), a 

conservative Christian party that brought together Catholics and Protestants and that also 

existed in the GDR (though under the control of the SED). At the national election in 

1949, the three parties captured the majority of the popular vote: the CDU, the Social 

Democratic Party (SPD), and the liberal Free Democratic Party (FDP). The SPD had 

existed in the Weimar Republic and was reformed in the postwar under the leadership of 

Kurt Schumacher, who was decidedly anti-communist. The FDP, which resulted from the 

merging of several smaller liberal parties in 1948, was pro-business and stressed civil 

liberties. Beginning with the 1949 election, West Germany increasingly became a two-

party system (CDU and SPD), yet these two parties often had to enter into a coalition 

with a third party (usually the FDP).32 Even though the FDP received a smaller share of 

the votes, it often played a significant role in determining the balance of power. 

The FRG under Adenauer (1949-1963) experienced a period of strong economic 

growth, often referred to as the “economic miracle” (das Wirtschaftswunder). This period 

is usually associated with Adenauer’s Economic Minister, Ludwig Erhard, who 

advocated a social market economy that combined a free market economy with measures 

to protect social welfare. A number of factors contributed to this period’s outstanding 

economic growth. In the initial years of the FRG, the Marshall Plan stimulated economic 

activity by boosting confidence in the Deutschmark and encouraging foreign investment. 

The steady flow of people leaving East Germany provided cheap, mobile labor. After the 

Berlin Wall was built in 1961, the FRG relied on migrant workers from the 

Mediterranean countries, especially Turkey. These “guest workers” (Gastarbeiter) often 
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performed the jobs that Germans did not want, and were usually hired on a temporary 

basis with little concern for the workers’ rights. 

The period of the economic miracle was not without its share of problems. Along 

with the exploitation of cheap labor, the gap between the rich and poor grew increasingly 

large. By the mid-1960s, a great deal of the country’s wealth was in the hands of a very 

small elite. Be that as it may, most West Germans were content with Adenauer and the 

CDU, especially considering the great improvement in the standard of living compared 

with the immediate postwar years.          

Another problem of this time period was the swift reincorporation of former Nazi 

party members into West German life. In accordance with the Law for Liberation from 

National Socialism (Befreiungsgesetz) of March 1946, Germans in the western zones of 

occupation had been categorized into one of five groups ranging from “major offender” 

to “exonerated,” which might result in imprisonment, a fine, or employment restrictions. 

There were also the Nuremberg Trials of 1945-1946, at which nineteen individuals were 

convicted, with sentences ranging from death to long-term imprisonment. But the 

emphasis on punishing and reeducating former Nazis – which had played such an 

important role in the immediate postwar years – was later set aside in the newly founded 

FRG. Many West Germans resented what they perceived to be the injustice of the 

denazification process during the Allied occupation years. In 1951, Article 131 of the 

Basic Law was passed, which allowed 150,000 civil servants and military personnel who 

had lost their positions at the end of WWII to resume their former positions and to collect 

their pensions.33 Adenauer even employed former Nazis in his cabinet, most notably 
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Hans Globke – a co-author of the official commentary on the Nuremberg Race Laws of 

1935. In the context of the quickly growing economy of the 1950s, West Germans tended 

to focus on the present and future while repressing the recent past. Yet, as part of 

Adenauer’s policy of moral and material restitution (Wiedergutmachung), the FRG did 

nevertheless sign the Luxembourg Restitution Agreement in 1953, which paid three 

billion marks to Holocaust survivors in Israel.34 (In contrast, the GDR refused to pay 

reparations to Israel.) Moreover, in 1952, the FRG banned the right-wing Socialist Reich 

Party (SRP), which saw itself as the Nazi party’s successor.35 

… 

 The Nazi past – for the most part suppressed during the Adenauer years – did not 

become a subject for public debate until the mid- to late 1960s, especially in connection 

with the student protest movement. 

 The student movement came to a climax on 2 June 1967 when a West German 

police officer shot and killed Benno Ohnesorg, a student demonstrator, in West Berlin. 

The situation became even more explosive following the attempted assassination of the 

student leader Rudi Dutschke on 11 April 1968. Though these two events came to define 

West German memory of the student protest movement, the movement in fact began 

earlier in the decade. The central organization of the student movement was the Socialist 

German Student League (Sozialistischer Deutscher Studentenbund, or SDS), which had 

been founded in 1946 and later broke with its close ally – the SPD – in 1961 when the 

                                                
34 Ibid, 280-288. 
35 On the Socialist Reich Party (SRP), see the chapter entitled “The Rise and Banning of 
the Socialist Reich Party (1951-52)” in Norbert Frei, Adenauer’s Germany and the Nazi 
Past: The Politics of Amnesty and Integration, trans. Joel Golb (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2002): 251-276.   
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students became more extreme in their leftist views.36 SDS membership grew 

dramatically in the mid-1960s and then skyrocketed with the death of Benno Ohnesorg. 

Yet by the end of the 1960s, the SDS was on the wane; and, the organization was 

formally dissolved in March 1970. Though aspects of the student movement continued to 

exist during the 1970s and 1980s (citizens’ initiatives and left-wing terrorism), the 

movement proper ended with the disbanding of the SDS in 1970.  

 In order to understand the rapid expansion and decline of the SDS in the mid- to 

late 1960s, we must look at it in terms of the broader political landscape. After the 

establishment of the “Grand Coalition” between the CDU and SPD in 1966 (discussed 

below), many West Germans feared that there was no longer a real oppositional voice in 

the German parliament. This concern led numerous voters to turn to the “extra-

parliamentary opposition” (Außerparlamentarische Opposition, APO), a term describing 

a loose alliance of political groups that were not officially represented in the parliament. 

A key issue for the APO were the emergency laws of the mid-1960s, which if passed 

would permit the state to take away basic constitutional rights in the case of domestic or 

external emergency. When the German parliament ratified the emergency laws in late 

May 1968, this dealt an enormous blow to the APO. Since the SDS played a significant 

leadership role in the APO, the student organization was likewise negatively affected by 

the government’s actions. After the emergency laws were passed, the SDS found that it 

no longer had a central issue around which to rally its members; and, the organization 

fragmented into smaller local groups before dissolving in 1970. 

                                                
36 On the Socialist German Student League (SDS) and the West German student 
movement in general, see Martin Klimke, “West Germany,” in 1968 in Europe: A 
History of Protest and Activism, 1956-1977, ed. Martin Klimke and Joachim Scharloth 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008): 97-110. 
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Some central ideas of the 1968 student movement in West Germany were anti-

authoritarianism, university reform, protest against the Vietnam War, and attention to the 

Nazi past. Above all, the 1968 student protests were about the conflict between two 

generations: the older generation that had lived through the war and that after the 

economic miracle of the 1950s was enjoying its prosperity while suppressing the past; 

and the younger generation that had been born during or immediately after the war, that 

had increasingly come to take material comforts for granted, but that was unwilling to 

accept existing Cold War tensions and the silence of its parents regarding the past. We 

will observe this generational conflict in reviews of the Bayreuth centennial Ring, not 

only in the audience but also in the critics themselves.   

Even though key events of the student movement took place before 1968, the 

label “1968” is used to stress the fact that West German protests were part of a larger 

transnational phenomenon.37 Writing of West Germany’s place in the “global sixties,” 

Timothy Scott Brown states that it was the “antiauthoritarian dynamic so heavily on 

display in the West German 1968” that linked the FRG’s protest movement with those 

not only in other Western countries but also in Communist and Third World countries.38 

The anti-authoritarian impulse was directed at authority relations at all levels of society: 

the government and state policy; cultural production in the arts and media; and aspects of 

                                                
37 In addition to West Germany, student protests also occurred in the United States, 
France, Great Britain, and Italy. For a broad overview of these student protests and their 
place in the decade as a whole, see Arthur Marwick, The Sixties: Cultural Revolution in 
Britain, France, Italy and the United States, c. 1958-c.1974 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1998). For a more recent transnational study of the 1968 movement, see Gerd-
Rainer Horn, The Spirit of ’68: Rebellion in Western Europe and North America, 1956-
1976 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).  
38 Timothy Scott Brown, West Germany and the Global Sixties: The Anti-Authoritarian 
Revolt, 1962-1978 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013): 17. 
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everyday life such as social relations within the family, sexuality, and gender relations. 

Later in chapter three, we will observe this anti-authoritarian attitude in Chéreau’s 

interpretation of the Ring, where it serves as a point of intersection between the French 

and West German protest movements. 

Though the “West German 1968” was part of a transnational phenomenon, it was 

also shaped by conditions that were unique to the FRG during the 1960s. In particular, 

these were the conditions that accompanied West Germany’s economic prosperity and its 

integration with other Western countries: a close relationship with the United States, 

rearmament and NATO membership, and the older generation’s silence about the past. 

I will focus on the West German protest movement’s treatment of the past – not 

just the Nazi past, but the German past in general. We may note three different 

tendencies, each of which often intersected with the others: attention to uncovering the 

Nazi past, the search for alternative (often revolutionary) pasts, and the iconoclastic 

treatment of important cultural figures of the past. The student protesters’ attention to the 

Nazi past frequently manifested itself through the exposure of former Nazis (often 

professors or members of the judicial system) and through statements suggesting that 

current democracy was merely a facade for deeper-lying fascist tendencies. 

Interpretations of National Socialism were for the most part based on a Marxist-like 

model in which fascism was synonymous with an extreme form of capitalism.39 Like 

SED ideology, West German student protesters drew a line between Nazi Germany and 

the FRG.   

                                                
39 Ibid, 98. See also Wulf Kansteiner, In Pursuit of German Memory: History, Television, 
and Politics after Auschwitz (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2006): 92.  
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At the same time, students engaged in the search for revolutionary and leftist pasts 

that had been suppressed during the Third Reich and the early days of the FRG.40 More 

specifically, the students traced their movement back to 1789, which they considered to 

be the start of the first modern revolution. Further important events in their historical 

narrative were the revolution of 1848, the German Revolution of 1918, and the deaths of 

Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht in 1919. For example, the SDS leader Rudi 

Dutschke prepared a bibliography in 1969 that included texts by Proudhon, Blanqui, and 

Bakunin.41 He believed that these authors might help guide the “direct action” practiced 

by the SDS. Seven years later, we find a similar emphasis on the revolutionary past in the 

Bayreuth centennial Ring. Chéreau puts Wagner in dialogue with mid-nineteenth-century 

revolutionary thinkers; and, in doing so, he breaks with the mythological readings that 

were popular in Bayreuth at the time. 

 A final aspect of the West German protest movement is its iconoclastic, often 

irreverent treatment of key cultural figures of the past. This is especially evident in the 

field of classical music, which has historically played such a central role in German 

cultural and national identity. Beate Kutschke speaks of an “anti-authoritarian revolt 

against the [musical] canon” that was unmistakable at the Beethoven Bicentennial in 

West Germany in 1970.42 In works such as Mauricio Kagel’s Ludwig van and Karlheinz 

                                                
40 Brown, West Germany and the Global Sixties, 81-84. 
41 Rudi Dutschke, Ausgewählte und kommentierte Bibliographie des revolutionären 
Sozialismus von K. Marx bis in die Gegenwart (Heidelberg: Druck- und 
Verlagskooperative HFHB, 1969). Dutschke’s bibliography is discussed in Timothy Scott 
Brown, “The Sixties in the City: Avant-gardes and Urban Rebels in New York, London, 
and West Berlin,” Journal of Social History 46, no. 4 (2013): 820f.  
42 Beate Kutschke, “Anti-Authoritarian Revolt by Musical Means on Both Sides of the 
Berlin Wall,” in Music and Protest in 1968, ed. Beate Kutschke and Barley Norton 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013): 202f. See also Beate Kutschke, 
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Stockhausen’s Shortwaves for Beethoven, Beethoven was no longer a “sacred cow” but 

rather the source of irreverent musical quotations in the context of fragmented collages.  

A similar attitude is apparent in Chéreau’s interpretation of the Ring. Though 

more iconoclastic than irreverent, Chéreau takes Wagner’s work and presents it as an 

allegorical commentary on the destructive nature of the modern state. By making visual 

references to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Chéreau also breaks with the 

tradition in which Wagner’s works were staged at the time, in particular the timeless, 

mythological readings of Wieland and Wolfgang Wagner. Moreover, Chéreau’s critical 

evaluation of Wagner’s thinking – in particular the anti-Semitic aspects of Mime’s 

character – may be seen as a type of anti-authoritarian attack on the composer veneration 

commonly practiced at Bayreuth. Finally, reviewers find visual allusions to the Nazi past 

and to Bayreuth’s central role during the Third Reich, which is also in keeping with the 

student movement’s attention to exposing the unspoken past. For example, Dietmar 

Polaczek writes that the monumental sets are reminiscent of Albert Speer and that Heinz 

Zednik’s Loge has hints of Joseph Goebbels.43             

… 

By the time that the student movement reached its climax in 1967 and 1968, 

popular support for the CDU was already in decline. Adenauer’s successor, Ludwig 

Erhard, who had set the economic miracle in motion, encountered many difficulties while 

in office (1963-1966): the economic recession of 1965-1966, serious problems with 

                                                                                                                                            
“Bicentennial in 1970: The Antiauthoritarian Movement and Its Impact on Radical 
Avant-garde and Postmodern Music in West Germany,” The Musical Quarterly 93, no. 3-
4 (2011): 560-615. 
43 Dietmar Polaczek, “Die Bombe musste fallen. Eröffnung in Bayreuth: Chéreau und 
Boulez provozieren,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 26, 1976. 
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balancing the state budget, and his coalition partners from the FDP rejected his tax 

proposals. The SPD, which had reformed its image and agenda at the Bad Godesberg 

conference in 1959, now gained increasing support. In November 1966, the SPD went 

into coalition with CDU to form a “Grand Coalition” under the CDU leadership of Kurt 

Georg Kiesinger (a member of the Nazi party from 1933 to 1945). Then in 1969, Willy 

Brandt (former mayor of West Berlin) became Chancellor; and, for the first time in the 

FRG’s history, the SPD was the dominant party. 

West Germany experienced a great deal of positive change during the 1970s, 

though this change was at times overshadowed by acts of terrorism and economic 

setbacks. In a period of détente between the United States and the Soviet Union, Willy 

Brandt was able to realize the goals of his Ostpolitik. In 1970, Brandt signed non-

aggression treaties with both the Soviet Union and Poland; and, the “Basic Treaty” 

between East and West Germany followed in 1972 (see above). 

Apart from the challenges of Ostpolitik and the constant CDU opposition, 

Brandt’s first major obstacle was the outbreak of terrorism in 1970. Unlike conservatives 

and some members of the SPD, Brandt was for the most part supportive of the 1960s 

student movement.44 He not only amended the criminal code to permit demonstration but 

also gave legal amnesty to many students who had previously been convicted for 

participating in protests. Yet after the student movement ended in 1970, a small number 

of protesters joined newly formed terrorist organizations. The largest and most 

destructive of these groups was the Red Army Faction (Rote Armee Fraktion, RAF), 

which was formed on 5 June 1970, shortly after Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun Ensslin 

                                                
44 Karrin Hanshew, Terror and Democracy in West Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012): 110-121. 



        

 50 

helped Andreas Baader escape from a prison in West Berlin. The group sought to reveal 

the repressive nature of the West German state through acts of terrorism. During the 

course of May 1972, the RAF engaged in a series of deadly attacks targeting a U.S. Army 

site in Frankfurt, the police headquarters in Augsburg, a criminal justice office in 

Munich, the federal judge Wolfgang Buddenberg, the Springer Press in Hamburg, and the 

U.S. military’s European headquarters in Heidelberg. In total, the RAF’s so-called May 

Offensive claimed the lives of four people (all U.S. soldiers), and more than sixty were 

injured. The West German state’s response was swift and harsh. Taking advantage of 

newly implemented reforms and sophisticated computer technology, the police was able 

to apprehend all key RAF members within three days after the May attacks. In addition to 

placing the RAF members in prison, Brandt signed the 1972 Decree against Radicals, 

which prevented individuals with radical political views from working in public service 

positions. 

In spite of the success of his Ostpolitik and the capture of the RAF terrorists, 

Willy Brandt was forced to resign in 1974 when one of his close aides was discovered to 

be an East German spy. Brandt’s successor was Helmut Schmidt, a more conservative 

member of the SPD. Schmidt was confronted with a weakened economy and the task of 

maintaining an expensive welfare system in which there were not enough younger 

members of society to pay for the ageing population. To make matters worse, a new 

series of terrorist attacks began in 1974 when a different terrorist organization, the 2nd of 

June Movement, murdered the West Berlin judge Günter von Drenkmann. In addition to 

the activities of the 2nd of June Movement, Andreas Baader and Gudrun Ensslin were 

able to mobilize a second generation of RAF terrorists from within prison. The attacks of 
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these RAF terrorists culminated in the so-called “German Autumn” (deutscher Herbst) of 

1977, when over the course of forty-four days the group killed banker Jürgen Ponto, 

kidnapped and murdered Hanns-Martin Schleyer (President of the Confederation of 

German Employers’ Associations), and hijacked a Lufthansa airplane with the help of a 

Palestinian group.  

Though a West German special forces unit was able to free the hostages on the 

Lufthansa plane, the overall response of the Schmidt administration to the terrorists was 

much less effective than that of Brandt to the 1972 May Offensive. The West German 

government adopted increasingly repressive measures to combat terrorism. These 

included the 1976 amendments to the criminal code, which made it a crime to help 

terrorist organizations and to write texts supporting terrorism.45 The 1977 Contact Ban 

Law permitted the state to isolate prisoners from all outside contact, including the defense 

lawyer.46 As more than one commentator has noted, these measures amounted to a witch-

hunt, permitting the police to arrest anyone remotely suspicious and to restrict the 

freedom of speech.47 Individuals who criticized the government’s response to terrorism 

were branded “sympathizers.”48 

… 

 These turbulent events both shaped and were shaped by memories of the 1968 

events during the 1970s. Drawing on the scholarship of Elizabeth Peifer, I argue that 

memories of 1968 in West Germany during the 1970s were interpreted in terms of a few 

                                                
45 Ibid, 164. 
46 Ibid, 220f. 
47 Brown, West Germany and the Global Sixties, 352. See also Fulbrook, The Divided 
Nation, 239. 
48 On the notion of “sympathizer,” see Hanshew, Terror and Democracy in West 
Germany, 193-195.  
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basic narratives: social analysis emphasizing long-term social and political structures and 

that often presented the 1968 events in a favorable light; conservative moral evaluations 

that stressed the decline of Western values; and personal narratives focusing on the 

individual psychological roots of revolt and that frequently ended in disillusionment.49 By 

the end of the 1970s, the last two narratives were dominant and reflected the growing 

disappointment with the radical left.  

 In the early 1970s, social and theoretical analysis was the dominant narrative form 

of remembering and interpreting the 1968 events in West Germany. Applying Marxist 

models and vocabulary, this narrative form presented the student and counter-culture 

movements as complementary parts of a broader anti-authoritarian revolt. This form was 

adopted by several different groups of people. Young academics – many of whom were 

former SDS members – placed Rudi Dutschke and the SDS at the center of the 1968 

events.50 According to this group, the radical factions and terrorist organizations 

appearing in the 1970s were not part of the 1968 movement and contributed to the 

movement’s demise. The analytical framework was also taken up by political and cultural 

liberals, some of whom – but not all – were academics.51 Though also concerned with 

                                                
49 Elizabeth L. B. Peifer, “1968 in German Political Culture, 1967-1993: From 
Experience to Myth” (PhD diss., University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 1997). For 
a broad overview of 1968 and memory in West Germany and many other countries, see 
Ingo Cornils and Sarah Waters, eds., Memories of 1968: International Perspectives 
(Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010). See also Philipp Gassert and Martin Klimke, eds., 1968: 
Memories and Legacies of a Global Revolt (Washington D.C.: German Historical 
Institute, 2009).    
50 For example, see Gerhard Bauß, Die Studentenbewegung der sechziger Jahre 
(Cologne: Pahl-Rugenstein, 1977). See also Hans Manfred Bock, Geschichte des “linken 
Radikalismus” in Deutschland. Ein Versuch (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1976). 
Peifer, 1968 in German Political Culture, 107. 
51 Peifer refers to Jürgen Habermas, Protestbewegung und Hochschulreform (Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1969). She also mentions the SPD politician and social scientist 
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broader civil rights debates, this group tended to focus on the issue of freedom of the 

press, in particular the Springer Press and the question of press monopoly and the 

manipulation of public opinion. This second group was generally supportive of the 1968 

movement, but it was decidedly opposed to terrorist activities, which violated basic civil 

rights. A third, more radical group consisted of Marxist-Leninists who interpreted 1968 

as an intermediate stage in the revolution of the German workers.52 The third group was 

more supportive of terrorism. 

 The conservative narrative of the 1968 events was frequently based on two 

arguments. The first was that an inclination toward violence and lawlessness had already 

been evident in the student protests of the 1960s, and this inclination had further 

developed and given rise to terrorist organizations.53 The second argument was that the 

student movement had greatly contributed to the downfall of Western values and Western 

culture in general.54 According to this view, student protesters engaged in a sort of 

irrational romanticism or utopianism, and they failed to notice their own authoritarian and 

undemocratic tendencies. In most cases, individuals adhering to this conservative 

narrative of the 1968 events saw themselves as upholding and protecting the democracy 

embodied in the West German state. 

                                                                                                                                            
Peter Glotz and the journalist Rudolf Augstein. Peifer, 1968 in German Political Culture, 
108f. 
52 An example is Frank Böckelmann and Herbert Nagel, eds., Subversive Aktion. Der 
Sinn der Organisation ist ihr Scheitern (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Neue Kritik, 1976). 
53 See, for instance, Gerd Langguth, Protestbewegung am Ende. Die Neue Linke als 
Vorhut der DKP (Mainz: Hase und Koehler, 1971). 
54 See Richard Löwenthal, Der romantischer Rückfall. Wege und Irrwege einer 
Rückwärts gewandten Revolten (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1970). Erwin K. Scheuch, ed., 
Die Wiedertäufer der Wohlstandsgesellschaft: eine kritische Untersuchung der “Neuen 
Linken” und ihrer Dogmen (Cologne: Markus Verlag, 1968). 
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 As the 1970s went on and the radical left became more extreme, many former 

student protesters and former participants of the counter-culture movement began to 

reflect upon and reevaluate their past. These reflections often took the form of personal 

narratives exploring the psychological reasons for joining the protest movement.55 While 

the 1968 events initially seemed to promise adventure and a sense of belonging, the result 

was often frustration and disillusionment. A tone of despair and political weariness 

pervaded these personal narratives. 1968 was now interpreted as a failed project and as 

the tragedy of a failed revolution. As Elizabeth Peifer points out, the sense of loss and 

disappointment in these narratives inadvertently contributed to the growing prevalence of 

the conservative narrative of the protest movement at the end of the 1970s.56  

 In the chapter on the Bayreuth centennial Ring, we will note a similar sense of 

disappointment with revolution, particularly as embodied in Siegfried’s character. In 

many respects Chéreau’s own reflection on the May 1968 events in France, his 

interpretation of the Ring explores the flaws and destructive nature of revolution in 

general. Though he does not abandon the idea of Wagner as a political and cultural 

revolutionary thinker, Chéreau is nevertheless not afraid to show revolution in a critical 

light.  

 

III. Competing Pasts in the FRG during the 1980s 

 In this section I will look at West Germany during the 1980s, excluding the events 

leading up to the reunification on 3 October 1990. Along with providing a brief historical 

                                                
55 Important examples include Peter Schneider, Lenz. Eine Erzählung (Berlin: Rotbuch, 
1973); Uwe Timm, Heißer Sommer. Roman (Munich: Bertelsmann, 1974); and Bernward 
Vesper, Die Reise. Romanessay (Frankfurt: März bei Zweitausendeins, 1977). 
56 Peifer, 1968 in German Political Culture, 118. 
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overview of the decade, I discuss some of the competing and conflicting searches for a 

usable past that occurred during this time frame. At this critical juncture in German 

history – the re-intensification of the Cold War and the switch to a CDU-led government 

– a number of different cultural and political groups were engaged in projects that 

involved either recovering or reinterpreting the past in order to serve the present. The 

conflicting nature of some of these projects resulted in heated public debates, most 

notably the Historians’ Dispute (Historikerstreit) that took place in 1986 and 1987 around 

the issues of the Holocaust’s singularity or comparability and the relationship between 

German history and national identity. This section outlines a few key interpretations of 

the past during the 1980s, in turn permitting me to contextualize the Frankfurt Ring 

(1985-1987) – which was itself also engaged in the construction and narration of a 

rereading of the past. 

 At the beginning of the 1980s, the West German economy was in recession and 

SPD Chancellor Helmut Schmidt was unable to reach agreement with his coalition 

partners – the FDP – over how to balance the budget. In 1982, the FDP made use of the 

“constructive vote of no confidence” – a device included in the 1949 West German 

constitution – to remove Schmidt from office and shift its allegiance to the CDU. As a 

result of the FDP’s actions, CDU party leader Helmut Kohl became the new chancellor. 

Aware of the fact that West Germans were uneasy about these events, Kohl called for 

new elections in 1983, at which time the CDU won. This marked the end of the SPD’s 

thirteen years of rule (1969-1982) and the beginning of a new conservative era in German 

politics. 
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 Chancellor Helmut Kohl and the CDU-FDP coalition undid many of the previous 

domestic reforms of the SPD. Through a combination of factors – an improved world 

economy and government measures to control inflation and stimulate investment – 

Helmut Kohl was able to stabilize the West German economy and balance the state 

budget. Yet some key domestic issues remained unresolved, in particular that of the 

Gastarbeiter and a new stream of refugees from Eastern European countries and the 

Soviet Union. Unemployment rates remained constant around 8-10%.  

 The 1980s also experienced a renewal of Cold War tensions, putting an end to the 

détente of the 1970s. In December 1979, the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan; and, in 

response, President Jimmy Carter increased defense spending and boycotted the 1980 

Summer Olympics held in Moscow. In 1981, Ronald Reagan was elected President after 

running on a platform that was in favor of restarting the arms race with the Soviet Union. 

Seen in this international context, Helmut Kohl’s chancellorship beginning in 1982 was 

in keeping with the conservative turn in other leading Western nations, including Prime 

Minister Margaret Thatcher and the Conservative Party in Great Britain.  

 The re-intensification of Cold War tensions between the United States and the 

Soviet Union during the late 1970s and 1980s had very real consequences for West 

Germany.57 In December 1979, NATO leaders adopted the Two-Track Decision to 

conduct negotiations over arms limitations while at the same time deploying Pershing II 

and Cruise missiles in Western Europe. According to the NATO agreement, most of 

these missiles would be deployed in the FRG beginning in 1983. In November 1982, one 

                                                
57 See the chapter entitled “The New Cold War and the INF Struggle” in Thomas 
Banchoff, The German Problem Transformed: Institutions, Politics, and Foreign Policy, 
1945-1995 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1999): 97-130.   
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month after becoming the chancellor, Kohl visited Reagan at the White House and 

stressed his commitment to NATO and the United States in particular. As a result of the 

FRG’s allegiance to the United States, its relations with the Soviet Union suffered. In 

spite of these tensions, Kohl remained committed to inter-German relations, continuing in 

the footsteps of his SPD predecessors. Practicing his own mini-détente of sorts, Kohl 

invited Honecker to visit West Germany in 1984, an invitation that could not be accepted 

until 1987. Loan, credit, and trade agreements were also made between the two German 

states that greatly benefited the East German economy.  

 Later in the chapter on the Frankfurt Ring, we will observe the renewal of Cold 

War tensions in West German reviews of the production. Many of the reviewers, in 

particular Joachim Kaiser, were very critical of what they took to be the “East German” 

aspects of Ruth Berghaus’ production style. We even find the resurfacing of the anti-

totalitarian argument of the late 1940s to 1960s that equated communism with National 

Socialism. More than a few reviewers reveal an attitude toward the GDR that was further 

to the right than that of the CDU-FDP under Kohl. Indeed, these reviews recall the tone 

of the conservative CDU opposition to Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik in the early 1970s. The 

fact that the CDU adjusted its foreign policy during the 1980s to align with that initiated 

by the SPD seems to have had little effect on these conservative reviewers. 

… 

 Writing about West German culture during the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

Andreas Huyssen notes a recurring search for tradition and usable pasts.58 Though also a 
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feature of the 1950s and 1960s, the search for a usable past took on a unique character 

and a new urgency in the FRG during the 1980s.59 Along with the events mentioned 

above, the following occurrences shaped the approach to tradition and the past during this 

time period. The acknowledgement of postwar realities in Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik of 

the early 1970s meant that West German hopes for reunification seemed unlikely to be 

realized. Worldwide economic recession in the 1970s and early 1980s put an end to the 

optimistic SPD era of reform. New extreme right-wing parties – the Republikaner and the 

German People’s Union – and neo-Nazi groups appeared that targeted the FRG’s 

growing population of Gastarbeiter and refugees.60 The deployment of Pershing II 

missiles in the FRG gave rise to fears of nuclear destruction and to the new peace 

movement of the 1980s. The women’s movement picked up momentum as it attempted to 

reform laws that made abortion a criminal offense. Lastly, environmental activists 

responded to the Club of Rome report published in 1972 that predicted natural resource 

scarcity at the current rate of world growth. (This concern about the negative effects of 

environmental damage appears in dramaturge Klaus Zehelein’s conceptual writings on 

the Frankfurt Ring.)   

                                                                                                                                            
Search for Tradition: Avantgarde and Postmodernism in the 1970s.” In addition to West 
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(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001).  
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All of these factors – and more – contributed to what Huyssen refers to as “a 

fundamental cultural and political identity crisis” calling for the “search for roots, for 

history and traditions.”61 While the idea of an identity crisis is perhaps an exaggeration – 

the preceding decades did not lack tradition and their share of usable pasts – Huyssen is 

correct in drawing attention to the significant change in the number and nature of these 

historical narratives. In many cases either a reaction to or a continuation of what had 

already begun during the 1968 student movement, these narratives upset the existing 

consensus that had been established in the early postwar years in order to secure a stable 

democracy. By no means searching for a single over-arching tradition or past, the diverse 

political, social, and cultural groups of the 1980s were engaged in the creative process of 

constructing and narrating their own versions of the past. What resulted was a 

multiplicity of pasts, some of which were more grounded in historical evidence than 

others. 

 I will now focus on a few of these historical narratives, in particular those that 

later became the subject of heated debate in the Historians’ Dispute of 1986. I begin with 

Michael Stürmer, who was a history professor at the University of Erlangen (1973-2003), 

the director of the conservative think tank called the Ebenhausen Foundation for Science 

and Policy (1988-1998), and a close advisor and speechwriter for Chancellor Kohl during 

the 1980s.62 On 25 April 1986, coinciding with the start of Kohl’s second election 

campaign, Stürmer wrote an article appearing in the Frankfurter Allgemeine entitled 

“History in a Land without a History” (Geschichte in geschichtslosem Land), in which he 

                                                
61 Huyssen, After the Great Divide, 171f. 
62 Background information on Michael Stürmer is from Charles S. Maier, The 
Unmasterable Past: History, Holocaust, and German National Identity (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1988): 43-47. 
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argued for the necessity of a strong sense of history and tradition in order to maintain a 

healthy national identity.63 Stürmer claimed that it was the absence of tradition and 

historical meaning resulting from rapid modernization that had allowed Hitler to come to 

power.64 Moreover, he warned that Germany – that is, West Germany – was again in 

danger of falling prey to a dictator, in this case the dictatorship of the Soviet Union. (Note 

how Stürmer’s use of the anti-totalitarian argument equating Nazi Germany and the 

Soviet Union points to the re-intensification of the Cold War during the 1980s and to his 

conservative viewpoint.) Moreover, Stürmer asserted that as “the centerpiece of the 

European defense perimeter of the Atlantic system” the FRG had “political and economic 

responsibilities,” the most important of these being “inner continuity” and “predictability 

in foreign affairs.”65 In other words, only by taking pride in its cultural and national 

heritage could the FRG maintain its stability and remain a responsible member of the 

NATO alliance. 

 What sort of history did Stürmer have in mind as the basis for FRG national 

identity, and how did he propose to foster a sense of pride in it? Let’s take a closer look at 

Stürmer’s involvement in the creation of the German Historical Museum (Deutsches 
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Historisches Museum, DHM) in West Berlin.66 In 1982, West Berlin mayor Richard von 

Weizsächer commissioned a group of four historians – among them Michael Stürmer – to 

create a proposal for a national historical museum in West Berlin. Later that year, 

Chancellor Kohl took up that proposal and made it part of his project to build two 

museums: a House of History in the West German capital city of Bonn that would cover 

the history of the FRG; and a museum on German history in West Berlin. Both museums 

were in keeping with the CDU’s attempt to revise German history so as to make it the 

basis of a positive national identity. 

 In October 1984, Chancellor Kohl formally announced that a new history museum 

would be built to celebrate Berlin’s 750th anniversary in 1987. A new committee of 

sixteen historians – again including Michael Stürmer – was formed to prepare a 

conceptual plan for a “German Historical Museum.” Written in March 1986, the 

conceptual plan anticipated ideas that appeared a month later in Stürmer’s article in the 

Frankfurter Allgemeine: “The museum […] is to offer possibilities for identification. 

Above all, the museum should help the citizens of our land – as Germans and Europeans, 

as residents of a region, and as members of a worldwide civilization – to become clear 

who they are, where they are coming from, where they stand, and in what directions they 

can go.”67 Like Stürmer’s article, the conceptual plan spoke of a broader German identity 

                                                
66 On the conceptual development of the German Historical Museum, see the chapter 
entitled “A Usable Past? Museums, Memory, and Identity” in Maier, Unmasterable Past, 
121-159. See also chapters three and six in Karen Elizabeth Till, “Place and the Politics 
of Memory: A Geo-Ethnography of Museums and Memorials in Berlin” (PhD diss., 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1996).  
67 Quoted in Maier, Unmasterable Past, 128. The DGM conceptual plan was originally 
published as “Sachverständigenkommission für die Konzeption des geplanten Deutschen 
Historischen Museum in Berlin,” in Konzeption für ein “Deutsches Historisches 
Museum” überreicht am 21. April 1986 (Bonn: Bundesminister für Raumordnung, 



        

 62 

grounded in a (Western) European community and of the need for identification with the 

past in order to move forward. What sort of past should West Germans identify with? The 

conceptual plan recommended “a survey of German history in its European connections 

and its inner diversity.” If read in terms of Stürmer’s article, the conceptual plan 

suggested that Germany’s past lay in its Western European context and that its “inner 

diversity” stood apart from the totalitarianism of the Third Reich and the Soviet Union. 

 The DGM conceptual plan traced German history back to the early mention of 

“Deutschen” in the ninth century. The following chronology was adopted: the 

Carolingian empire, the Middle Ages, the early modern period, the nineteenth century (up 

to the end of World War I), the Weimar Republic, and the Third Reich. In order to 

combat the impression that Germany history followed a continuous path leading up to 

Nazi Germany, two strategies were adopted. In addition to the larger chronological 

exhibit, there would also be smaller, non-chronological exhibits that would focus on a 

particular aspect of German history. Secondly, Michael Stürmer presented the narrative 

that the Third Reich was not the result of a longer process at work in German history, but 

rather the outcome of external forces acting on Germany. More specifically, Stürmer’s 

narrative was that the Third Reich was the consequence of Germany being what he 

referred to as a “land of the middle” (Land der Mitte), a country surrounded by powerful 

neighbors: Russia on the east, France and Britain on the west.68 According to Stürmer’s 

(by no means original) geopolitical model, Germany was bullied by its neighbors and had 

                                                                                                                                            
Bauwesen und Städtebau, 1986). Maier claims that the conceptual plan was written in 
March 1986. 
68 On Stürmer’s geopolitical conception of German history, see Chris Lorenz, “Beyond 
Good and Evil? The German Empire of 1871 and Modern German Historiography,” 
Journal of Contemporary History 30, no. 4 (1995): 734-737. See also Maier, 
Unmasterable Past, 115-118. 
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to protect itself on two fronts, forcing it to adopt an aggressive foreign policy. The 

message was that Germany and Germans were victims of a cruel fate brought upon them 

by uncontrollable external forces resulting from Germany’s geographical location. 

 It was only a small step from this reasoning to that which motivated the Bitburg 

ceremony in May 1985.69 In order to commemorate the fortieth anniversary of the 

German surrender, Chancellor Helmut Kohl invited President Ronald Reagan to a 

memorial service at a cemetery in Bitburg. Bitburg had been the site of an American 

army base, and it was intended that the ceremony would both honor Germans who had 

died in the Second World War and demonstrate reconciliation between West Germany 

and the United States. It was the German civilians and soldiers who were being 

remembered here, not as perpetrators but as victims. As Robert Moeller points out, 

Bitburg marked the return to a viewpoint that had already been expressed in the first 

decade of the postwar.70 German civilians remembered the cruelty of the approaching 

Soviet army and the expulsion of German people from their land; and, German soldiers – 

some of whom had been drafted late in the war – remembered fighting to protect the 

German land and people. 

 An already controversial situation erupted when it was discovered that forty-nine 

members of the Waffen-SS were buried in the Bitburg cemetery. Although Helmut Kohl 

was not initially aware of this fact, he did not pick a different location after the fact 

became public knowledge. In an attempt to appease his critics, Kohl arranged a visit to 

the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp to precede the Bitburg ceremony. President 

                                                
69 Background information on the Bitburg Affair is from Mary Fulbrook, German 
National Identity after the Holocaust (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999): 95-99. 
70 Moeller, War Stories, 191f. 
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Reagan – who was very much aware of the controversy and who himself supported the 

view of German soldiers as victims of the Nazi regime – accepted the invitation, and both 

he and Chancellor Kohl visited the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp and the Bitburg 

cemetery on 5 May 1985.  

… 

 On 11 July 1986, Jürgen Habermas wrote an article appearing in the Die Zeit that 

set off a heated debate that came to be known as the Historians’ Dispute 

(Histokerikerstreit).71 In this article, entitled “A Kind of Settling of Damages” (Eine Art 

Schadensabwicklung), Habermas attacked three historians for attempting to revise history 

to support a strong national identity.72  

 Habermas begins with Michael Stürmer, whom he accuses of treating history as a 

type of religion that provides meaning for today’s alienated individual. Habermas then 

criticizes Andreas Hillgrüber for writing a book that sympathizes with the German 

soldiers on the Eastern front rather than with the Jews whose lives continued to be taken 

as long as the war continued.73 Habermas’ next target is Ernst Nolte, who wrote an article 

appearing in the Frankfurter Allgemeine arguing that the Holocaust could be compared to 

                                                
71 For a short overview of the Historians’ Dispute, see Fulbrook, German National 
Identity after the Holocaust, 125-129. A more detailed consideration of the debate occurs 
in the chapter entitled “Between Politics and Memory: The Historians’ Debate and West 
German Historical Culture of the 1980s” in Kansteiner, In Pursuit of German Memory, 
54-85. See also Maier, Unmasterable Past. For a more recent evaluation of the Historians’ 
Dispute, refer to Jane Caplan et al., “The Historikerstreit Twenty Years On,” German 
History 24, no. 4 (2006): 587-607.    
72 Jürgen Habermas, “Eine Art Schadensabwicklung: Die apologetischen Tendenzen in 
der deutschen Zeitgeschichtsschreibung,” Die Zeit, July 11, 1986. Reprinted in a 
translation by Jeremy Leaman as Jürgen Habermas, “A Kind of Settlement of Damages 
(Apologetic Tendencies),” New German Critique 44 (1988): 25-39.  
73 Andreas Hillgruber, Zweierlei Untergang: Die Zerschlagung des Deutschen Reiches 
und das Ende des europäischen Judentums (Berlin: Siedler, 1986). 
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other twentieth-century atrocities such as the Armenian genocide, the Soviet Gulag, and 

Pol Pot.74 According to Nolte, the Holocaust was a last resort defense against the “class 

genocide” committed by Stalin in the Soviet Union. 

 Above all, Habermas is against any sort of revisionist history that “wishes to call 

Germans back to a conventional form of national identity.”75 After the Holocaust and as a 

result of it, Habermas believes that the only morally responsible type of identity left open 

to German citizens is a “post-conventional identity,” more specifically a constitutional 

patriotism committed to universalistic constitutional principles. Habermas offers his own 

historical narrative here: 1945 is a turning point in German history that necessitates 

turning away from a strong sense of national identity. Like Stürmer, Habermas treats 

1945 as a radical break and sees the FRG’s future in its commitment to the Western 

democratic tradition. Unlike Stürmer, Habermas argues that the FRG should adopt a 

critical stance toward its post-1871 history as a deeply problematic period that broke with 

democratic ideas and led to the Third Reich. In this respect, Habermas is in keeping with 

Fritz Fischer and also social historians such as Hans-Ulrich Wehler and Jürgen Kocka, 

who pointed out the continuity between Imperial Germany and the Third Reich.76     

                                                
74 Ernst Nolte, “Vergangenheit, die nicht vergehen will: Eine Rede, die geschrieben, aber 
nicht gehalten werden konnte,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, June 6, 1986. Habermas 
also alludes to Ernst Nolte, “Between Myth Revisionism: The Third Reich in the 
Perspective of the 1980s,” in Aspects of the Third Reich, ed. H. W. Koch (London: 
Macmillan, 1985): 16ff. 
75 Habermas, A Kind of Settlement of Damages, 39. 
76 Fritz Fischer, Griff nach der Weltmacht: Die Kriegszielpolitik des Kaiserlichen 
Deutschland 1914-1918 (Düsseldorf: Droste, 1961). Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Das deutsche 
Kaiserreich (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1973). Jürgen Kocka, 
Klassengesellschaft im Krieg: Deutsche Sozialgeschichte 1914-1918 (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1973). These historians are discussed in Fulbrook, German 
National Identity after the Holocaust, 118f.  
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In sum, if Habermas were to design a historical museum, it would look much 

different from that proposed by Stürmer. Habermas’ (fictitious) museum proposal would 

most likely be based on his theory of social evolution and its belief in progress and the 

striving toward democratic ideals.77 The resulting historical narrative would appear as 

follows. German history began with many regional communities rooted in their own 

inherited local traditions. Then starting at the end of the eighteenth century, these 

regional communities began to disintegrate as economic markets expanded, people 

became more mobile, and religious authority declined. In addition to inherited local 

traditions, people gradually began to identify with a larger cultural and political 

community. Of course, the continued strength of regional ties made the development of a 

national consciousness a slow process. The period following the establishment of a 

German nation state in 1871 was a difficult one. While the creation of a nation state was 

in itself a good thing, Germany was led astray from the historical path of progress by its 

nationalism. According to Habermas, this nationalism fostered the belief in a 

Volksgemeinschaft, in turn leading to the oppression of minorities, racism, and ultimately 

genocide. The outcome of the Second World War put an end to the German state in its 

regressive, anti-democratic form. A new German state – the FRG – was founded on 

democratic ideas that it had learned from the Allies. German citizens were now given a 

second chance to learn from their mistakes and move toward a post-conventional identity 

                                                
77 My fictitious museum proposal is based on the chapter entitled “Germany, Europe, and 
Post-National Citizenship” in James Finlayson, Habermas: A Very Short Introduction 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005): 122-137. Finlayson’s discussion of the nation, 
nationalism, and constitutional patriotism is based on Habermas’ Communication and the 
Evolution of Society (1976) and The Inclusion of the Other (1996). 
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committed to the democratic principles outlined in the FRG constitution. Any and all 

forms of nationalism must be rejected as regressive and anti-democratic.  

… 

As was to be expected, Habermas’ 1986 article in Die Zeit elicited angry 

responses from the historians whom he had attacked. A number of left-liberal historians – 

including Martin Broszat, Jürgen Kocka, Wolfgang and Hans Mommsen, and Hans-

Ulrich Wehler – sided with Habermas against the revisionist historians. By 1987, the 

debate died down without having a significant influence on subsequent historical 

research.  

When the Historians’ Dispute took place in 1986 and 1987, the Frankfurt Ring 

(1985-1987) was already nearly completed. In other words, the Frankfurt cycle occurred 

too early to be directly affected by the debate. Be that as it may, the origins of the 

Historians’ Dispute stretched back to earlier in the decade when historians began to 

revise history to support the idea of a strong FRG national identity. Thus, it is not 

unreasonable to look for traces of these broader historical debates about German history 

and national identity in the conception and reception of the Frankfurt productions.     

The historical narratives appearing in the Frankfurt Ring have significant features 

in common with those of Stürmer and Habermas. I use the plural (“narratives”) since the 

Frankfurt cycle conveys multiple historical narratives, which at times conflict with each 

other. The first of these narratives is evident in Ruth Berghaus’ conceptual writings and 

(to a lesser extent) in the staging itself. It more or less follows the Marxist model of 

historical materialism (see section one of this chapter) in which socio-economic 

formations come into conflict with one another over time. A crucial difference between 
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Berghaus’ narrative and more traditional applications of historical materialism – for 

instance that found in the Leipzig Ring – is that Berghaus does not present the end goal of 

history as being any more enlightened as other historical periods. Human nature remains 

unchanged in spite of technological advances and changing customs.  

The second historical narrative of the Frankfurt Ring is apparent in Klaus 

Zehelein’s program notes and also (to some degree) in Axel Manthey’s costume and 

stage designs. It is a narrative that places Richard Wagner in dialogue with other texts 

from the Western intellectual tradition stretching back to Plato. The interpretation of 

Wagner’s works in terms of ancient Greek philosophy and drama was already 

commonplace in the early postwar years of the Bayreuth Festival. But the connection 

between Wagner and the Greeks is entirely different in the Frankfurt cycle. Here the 

connection is mediated by a mixed framework of texts from the Frankfurt School 

(Benjamin and Adorno) and poststructuralism (late Barthes, Foucault, and Lacan). This 

framework in turn leads Zehelein to allude to texts of German modernism (Kafka, Mann, 

Celan) and French modernism (Proust, Baudelaire, Mallarmé, Valéry). It also informs his 

reading of German Classicism (Goethe, Schiller) and German Romanticism (Hoffmann, 

Schlegel, Tieck, Hölderlin).  

Zehelein’s selection of textual excerpts appearing in the Frankfurt program books 

reflects several tendencies in West Germany during the 1980s. The first is the shift away 

from the explicit political engagement of the late 1960s toward the subjective experiences 

of the individual, a development in German literature referred to as New Subjectivity 

(Neue Subjektivität). This tendency is apparent in Zehelein’s turn to texts that explore the 

significance of dreams (Freud, Spitteler) and memory as it relates to the individual 
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(Nietzsche, Benjamin, Proust). Zehelein also incorporates sources on myth (Lévi-Strauss, 

Adorno, Eliade, Ovid, Hölderlin), which was an increasingly common feature of German 

literature during the 1970s and 1980s and that often served as a critique of the 

enlightened reformist tone of the late 1960s (a period often referred to as the “second 

enlightenment”).78 Another significant influence on Zehelein’s thinking is the reception 

of French poststructuralism in West Germany beginning in the late 1970s.79 For instance, 

there is a greater emphasis on matters of language and textuality than on social and 

political theory. Even more importantly, Zehelein adopts the poststructuralist tendency to 

devalue the significance of the author. The result is that Zehelein treats Wagner as a text 

among other texts. In other words, Wagner is no longer a political revolutionary figure or 

an anti-Semite (as in the Bayreuth centennial Ring) but rather a text devoid of an author-

composer.  

 In sum, Zehelein’s historical narrative shares important features in common with 

those of Stürmer and Habermas. By treating Wagner as a text among many other texts, 

Zehelein strips Wagner of all extra-textual considerations, including the potential 

identification with Wagner as a source of national and cultural identity. In other words, 

Zehelein’s treatment of Wagner is “post-conventional” and “post-national,” but not in the 

same sense that Habermas intends. Zehelein does not critically interrogate the 

relationship between Wagner and cultural/national identity but rather disregards it 

entirely. This brings me to my next point – how Zehelein’s historical narrative ultimately 

                                                
78 On the turn to myth in West German literature and drama during the 1980s, see Moray 
McGowan, “Past, Present and Future: Myth in Three West German Dramas of the 
1980s,” German Life and Letters 43, no. 3 (1990): 267-279. 
79 On the reception of French poststructuralism in West Germany during the late 1970s, 
see Robert C. Holub, “Politicizing Post-Structuralism: French Theory and the Left in the 
Federal Republic and in the United States,” German Quarterly 57, no. 1 (1984): 75-90.   
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fits in with conservative revisions of German history. By removing Wagner the person 

and Wagner the anti-Semite from Wagner the text, Zehelein severs the link between 

Wagner and Hitler. In doing so, Zehelein also dismisses the idea of German culture 

leading up to the Third Reich. Zehelein opens up the possibility of a positive 

identification with Wagner and German culture as the source of national pride.
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Chapter Two                                                                                                                   
The Leipzig Ring Cycle (1973-1976): Dividing the German Past into Progressive and 

Reactionary Strands 
 

Introduction 

 This chapter looks at the Ring cycle that took place at the Opernhaus Leipzig 

between 1973 and 1976. We will see how Wagner stagings, in particular of the Ring 

cycle, served in the GDR as a means to legitimize the East German state, to understand 

the realities of post-1945 divided Germany, and to enact a symbolic victory over the 

West. I challenge existing scholarship on Joachim Herz that presents him as a kind of 

hero of cultural political resistance to the SED regime, instead arguing that Herz made 

use of and further developed SED doctrine while allowing himself and his stagings to 

present the SED regime in a favorable light both at home in the GDR and abroad. 

… 

 The Leipzig Ring cycle was the product of a collaboration between members of a 

production team including the director Joachim Herz, the designer Rudolf Heinrich, and 

the conductor Gert Bahner. Initially the director of productions (Oberspielleiter) at the 

Leipzig opera house beginning in 1957, Herz later became the managing opera director 

there in 1959 and remained in this post until 1976, at which time he was made the 

Intendant and chief director of the Komische Oper Berlin after Walter Felsenstein’s death 

in the preceding year. (Herz was a pupil of Felsenstein’s and had served as his assistant at 

the Komische Oper between 1953 and 1956.) Between 1957 and 1976 Herz directed a 

total of thirty-three productions at the Opernhaus Leipzig including both traditional and 

contemporary works – for example, the first German performance of Prokofiev’s War 

and Peace (1961) and the first performance in the GDR of Shostakovich’s Katerina 
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Izmaylova (1965). Herz directed a number of Wagner stagings during his tenure at the 

Leipzig opera house, the first of these being a staging of Die Meistersinger in 1960 for 

the opening of the new opera house on Augustusplatz at the site of the Neues Theater, 

which had been destroyed during the Second World War. The Meistersinger was so well 

received by audiences and critics alike that Felsenstein invited Herz to direct Der 

fliegende Holländer at the Komische Oper in 1962, a production that Herz staged the 

following year in Leipzig. The Holländer was equally successful, so much so that Herz 

made a film adaptation for the DEFA and was also invited to direct the production at the 

Moscow Bolshoi Theater in 1963 to celebrate the 150th anniversary of Wagner’s birth. 

(Herz was the first foreigner to direct an opera at the Bolshoi.) Herz staged a production 

of Lohengrin at the Opernhaus Leipzig in 1965, and the Ring cycle followed eight years 

later (1973-1976), which was to be his last project in Leipzig until his staging of Ligeti’s 

Le Grand Macabre in 1991. 

 As stage and costume designer for the Leipzig Ring Herz chose Rudolf Heinrich, 

with whom he had worked on many occasions since their time together at the Komische 

Oper Berlin. Heinrich had joined the Komische Oper in 1953 to become Felsenstein’s 

chief designer. In 1960, the same year that he collaborated with Herz on the Leipzig 

Meistersinger, Heinrich also created the designs for Felsenstein’s staging of Verdi’s 

Otello at the Komische Oper, and was awarded the GDR’s prestigious National Prize. In 

1961 Heinrich was invited to join the Akademie der Künste in the GDR, but he 

immigrated the same year to West Germany. Thereafter he worked internationally, 

chiefly in Munich. In spite of his emigration from East Germany, Heinrich continued to 

work with Herz, including Herz’s guest production of Tannhäuser at the Opernhaus 
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Frankfurt am Main in 1965 and a production of Lohengrin at the Staatsoper in Vienna in 

1975. Heinrich died in 1975 shortly before completing his work for the Leipzig 

Götterdämmerung; yet, his sketches and models were complete enough that Herz could 

realize them. 

 The conductor of the Leipzig Ring was Gert Bahner, who – like Heinrich – Herz 

had worked with at the Komische Oper. Bahner was made musical director of the 

Opernhaus Leipzig in 1968 and later became managing opera director in 1980. He 

received a number of prestigious awards, including the Kunstpreis der DDR (1971) and 

the Kunstpreis der Stadt Leipzig (1976). 

 Also involved in the Leipzig Ring project were the dramaturg Christoph Hamm 

and the Intendant Karl Kayser, though these two contributed less than Herz, Heinrich, 

and Bahner. Hamm worked at the Opernhaus Leipzig between 1956 and 1980, first as 

director’s assistant and then as dramaturg and chief dramaturg. Kayser was general 

intendant of the Leipzig opera house from 1958 until 1990. He was an active member of 

the central committee of the SED (1963-1989), of the Volkskammer (1963-1989), and of 

the Akademie der Künste in East Berlin (1965-1991). Furthermore, he served as vice 

president of the Verband der Theaterschaffenden and president of the International 

Theater-Institut in the GDR. In the secondary literature on Herz and the Leipzig Ring, 

both Hamm and Kayser are depicted as being very conservative and strict adherents of 

SED doctrine. 

… 

 What did the Leipzig Ring look like? I think it best to approach these stagings as a 

mixture of two different theatrical styles. Herz was greatly indebted to Felsenstein’s 
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conception of music theater, particularly the idea of treating opera as a real drama in 

which the singers must act as convincingly as they sing. The plot must at each moment be 

made understandable to the audience, including those people who have never seen or 

heard Wagner before. Like Felsenstein, Herz adopts Stanislavsky’s belief that the actor-

singer should identify with his or her part to the extant that the former becomes 

indistinguishable from the latter. Yet, Herz differs from his mentor in several crucial 

ways. Although Felsenstein was not opposed to making cuts or inserting material into his 

stagings when it served to make the plot more transparent, Herz takes even greater 

liberties with the score and libretto, particularly with Wagner’s stage directions. Herz is 

not afraid to insert additional characters or supernumeraries (the additional workers who 

appear alongside Fasolt and Fafner) or to bring a character onstage when it is not 

indicated in the libretto (Wotan appears during Siegfried’s Funeral March in 

Götterdämmerung.) In contrast to Felsenstein’s belief that “the first and most important 

stage director is the composer,” Herz places more emphasis on the act of interpretation, 

especially on bringing out incongruities between the music and the events onstage.1 An 

example is the final scene of Rheingold when the gods enter Valhalla: at first listening, 

the music is triumphant and celebratory, yet Herz makes the gods so proud and 

overconfident that they appear ridiculous. Herz argues that Wagner does not want his 

audience to celebrate with the gods, and that this distance must be brought out through 

the staging. 

 The second theatrical style of the Leipzig Ring, which is particularly apparent in 

Rudolf Heinrich’s stage designs, incorporates elements of Bertolt Brecht’s epic theater. 

                                                
1 Felsenstein quoted in Patrick Carnegy, Wagner and the Art of the Theatre (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2006), 314. 
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We find typical examples of alienation effects: exposed lights, moments when the stage is 

unadorned, transparent stage changes, and the use of enlarged photographs. More 

imaginative is the stylized fire in Walküre, Siegfried, and Götterdämmerung, which 

appears in the form of a dance troupe choreographed by Emmy Köhler-Richter, 

suggesting that the fire is both alive and a dynamic force. Yet, these examples are not 

really alienation effects as Brecht understood them – Herz neither interrupts nor 

undermines the continuity and believability of the action onstage. Herz seems to want to 

have it both ways: the story should be convincing, above all the drama between the 

characters. That is, the characters are fully developed in terms of their emotional 

complexity, unlike the nameless stock characters of the Brechtian parable. Yet, at the 

same time, Herz wants the audience to experience a form of critical distance, in particular 

to understand the underlying social-revolutionary meaning that Wagner expresses in and 

through the story. For Herz, critical distance does not involve the actor-singer stepping 

out of his or her role (thereby breaking the spell of illusionism); rather, critical distance 

means that the actor-singer may present his or her role in a critical light and that the 

audience may be critical of the characters onstage (for instance, of the gods in Rheingold) 

without questioning the believability of the story. In other words, the suspension of 

disbelief vis-à-vis the action onstage – a key feature of illusionistic theater – remains 

intact and unchallenged in Herz’s production style. Even the fantastical elements of the 

tetralogy, for example the dragon in Siegfried, appear congruous with the character 

drama. (The dragon Fafner is made up of discarded, rusty parts from what remains of the 

industrial world of Alberich in Rheingold, more a junk heap than a mythical creature.) 

Here the mythical loses its otherworldliness, instead becoming an extension of reality and 
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embodying a concrete social-economic aspect of the preceding events (the stagnation that 

results after Fafner obtains the gold). There is, however, something Brechtian about 

Herz’s emphasis on the idea of parable. According to the Leipzig team, the Ring cycle is 

a parable about the evils of capitalism and the hope offered by socialism. 

 It is important to point out that Herz’s theatrical style is not naturalistic. He is not 

attempting to depict the nineteenth century as it actually was. As Herz himself states, he 

is deliberately anachronistic and juxtaposes elements of the nineteenth century with those 

from a distant past (the ceremonial garb of the gods in Rheingold) and the more recent 

past (the leather jackets of Hagen’s men and the electric turbines of the Gibichung court). 

Yet this deliberate anachronism or juxtaposition of elements from different historical 

periods is not as pronounced as it is in Chéreau and Berghaus. In fact, reviewers often 

overlook this intentional anachronism and say that Herz focuses solely on the nineteenth 

century. 

… 

 As outlined in Elaine Kelly’s article “Imagining Richard Wagner” and Patrick 

Carnegy’s discussion of Herz in his book Wagner and the Art of the Theatre, Wagner was 

the subject of many heated debates in the GDR, and his place in the musical canon there 

did not go unchallenged.2 The first postwar performance of Wagner in East Germany 

(then still a zone occupied by Soviet Russia) was of Tannhäuser and occurred on 

February 24, 1946 in Chemnitz; and, performances of Der fliegende Holländer and 

Tristan und Isolde soon followed. Although parts of the Ring were performed already in 

                                                
2 Elaine Kelly, “Imagining Richard Wagner: The Janus Head of a Divided Nation,” 
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 9, no. 4 (2008). Carnegy, Wagner 
and the Art of the Theatre (see footnote 1 for a full citation). Refer to chapter ten in 
Carnegy’s book, especially pgs. 312-343. 
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1952 (Walküre in Rostock, Siegfried in Schwerin), the first complete cycle in the GDR 

took place in Rostock over the course of a single week in late April and early May of 

1954, under the direction of Richard Stamm and conducted by Heinz Röttger.3 By 1957 

and 1958, Wagner had become the most frequently performed composer in the opera 

repertoire in East Germany. This, however, changed when a production of Lohengrin at 

the Berlin Staatsoper in 1958 was sharply criticized in the East German theater journal 

Theater der Zeit for incorporating aspects of the style associated with Neu-Bayreuth. 

Erich Witte, the director of this production of Lohengrin, had been a singer in Bayreuth 

in 1952 and 1953 for Wieland Wagner’s Ring, and was very much influenced by what he 

had seen there. Although no official party directives were given, the article was enough to 

put a stop to experimentation and to make further programming of Wagner inadvisable, 

especially his late works. Another article appearing in Theater der Zeit in 1958 – Peter 

Witzmann’s “Tönende Vorhalle des Faschismus” – made a direct connection between 

Wagner and fascism. Together these two articles contributed to a climate that was 

unfavorable for the future of Wagner staging in the GDR. This negative attitude toward 

Wagner’s works continued until shortly before 1963, when SED officials set in motion 

plans to celebrate the 150th anniversary of Wagner’s birth in Leipzig. Although the late 

works were still considered problematic (a topic discussed at greater length below), there 

was a new interest in staging Wagner’s works. In spite of this shifting position on 

Wagner, two factors made his works especially attractive for the GDR: Wagner’s popular 

appeal to East German audiences and the desire on the part of SED officials to present the 

                                                
3 Eckart Kröplin, “Aufhaltsame Ankunft und ahnungsvoller Abschied: Der Ring in der 
DDR,” Wagnerspectrum no. 1 (2006): 63-110. 
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GDR as the “true” custodian of Germany’s cultural past.4 Party officials thought that by 

emphasizing the GDR’s strong connection with Germany’s cultural heritage, they could 

legitimize the state in the eyes of its own people. 

 In order to make sense of Wagner’s place in the GDR, we must first understand 

the SED party’s conception of history and the challenge that Wagner’s works presented 

to it. SED doctrine spoke of two parallel strands of thought in the German past: a 

“progressive” strand that began with the rationalism of the Enlightenment, led to the birth 

of socialism, and culminated in the state socialism of the GDR; and, a “reactionary” 

strand that abandoned humanistic ideals in favor of capitalism, and that ultimately 

resulted in fascism.5 While the GDR celebrated such composers as Bach, Handel, and 

Beethoven as clearly belonging to the progressive strand, officials were in disagreement 

over the question of how Wagner fit into their way of thinking about the German past. 

Especially problematic were those works written after Wagner had come into contact 

with the writings of Schopenhauer, whose deeply pessimistic philosophy was considered 

“reactionary.” These conflicting feelings in the GDR about Wagner resulted in a way of 

approaching his works that Elaine Kelly describes in terms of the metaphor of the Janus 

head. That is, Wagner was thought to have two aspects, or faces – one progressive, the 

other reactionary. According to this theory, Wagner’s active participation in the Dresden 

uprising in 1849 was a key turning point in his life and works. The works written prior to 

1849 were considered to express Wagner’s revolutionary ideals, while those written after 

                                                
4 On the notion of the GDR as the custodian of the German past, see Joy Calico, “‘Für 
eine neue deutsche Nationaloper’: Opera in the Discourses of Unification and 
Legitimation in the German Democratic Republic,” Music and German National Identity, 
ed. Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 
190-204. 
5 Kelly, 801. 
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1849 – with the exception of Meistersinger – were said to reflect how Wagner had 

betrayed his earlier ideals in favor of a “bourgeois” lifestyle. Moreover, as articulated by 

Elaine Kelly, this narrative took on a meaning that extended “far beyond the confines of 

the opera house.” The idea of Wagner as a Janus head became a metaphor in the GDR 

“for the divided German nation beset by opposing reactionary and progressive forces: 

capitalism and socialism, fascism and anti-fascism.”6 In other words, the opposing forces 

at work in Wagner’s life were likened to – and even said to foreshadow – the realities of 

post-1945 divided Germany. Wagner’s progressive face was traced to locations that were 

now part of the GDR, while his reactionary face was associated with Bayreuth, that is 

with West Germany. In the eyes of East German critics, the “abstract” stagings of Neu-

Bayreuth seemed to confirm the reactionary quality of these later works. 

 Given this model of Wagner as a Janus head, East German critics and party 

officials were confronted with the difficult question of how to approach a work like the 

Ring cycle that had been initially conceived during Wagner’s revolutionary years, but 

that had not been realized until after 1849. The GDR was especially reluctant to give up 

the Ring cycle, in particular considering its popularity with East German audiences and 

the fear that the GDR might be outdone by Bayreuth. East German musicologists, notably 

Georg Knepler, responded to the challenge by turning to Wagner’s initial 1848 draft of 

the Ring, and reading it as a critique of capitalism. According to Knepler, the demise of 

                                                
6 Kelly, 808. 
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the gods is a metaphor for the fate of capitalism and its ruthless exploitation.7 Without 

doubt, Knepler’s reading had an enormous influence on the Leipzig interpretation.  

… 

 In this chapter I argue that the Leipzig Ring cycle served a double function: 

firstly, to trace the origins of state socialism back to the nineteenth century and thereby 

legitimize the GDR as a nation state; secondly, as a metaphor for the conflicting 

progressive and reactionary forces at play in divided Germany during the 1970s. Thus, 

when Herz writes about and depicts the nineteenth century, he also means the present, i.e. 

the GDR of the 1970s. By linking the Gibichung court with both the Nazi past and West 

Germany, Herz and the Leipzig team seem to use the Ring cycle – especially the final 

scene of Götterdämmerung – as a means to depict the future triumph of East Germany 

and communism over the West. Confronted with West Germany’s economic and 

technological superiority, East Germany was left to stage its victory by means of the 

opera house – the opera house became an imaginary realm in which the East German 

state could depict its wishes and desires, no matter how removed these were from reality. 

Unlike Wagner staging in West Germany (in particular Neu-Bayreuth), Herz and the 

Leipzig team did not concern themselves with denazification or the “clearing away” (das 

Entrümpeln) of past interpretations and the misappropriation of Wagner during the Nazi 

period. 

 There has been a trend in scholarship on Herz of interpreting his stagings as a 

type of resistance to the hegemonic SED regime. According to Patrick Carnegy (2006), 

                                                
7 See, for instance, the Festrede that Knepler gave for the committee in charge of 
preparing the events to celebrate Wagner’s 150th birthday. This Festrede is discussed in 
Kelly, 822ff. 
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Herz’s staging of the final scene of Götterdämmerung – what Carnegy refers to as the 

“open ending” – presents socialism in an ambivalent light (the audience does not know 

whether it should celebrate with regard to the concluding events.) From the point of view 

of Elaine Kelly (2008), Herz engages in a kind of enlightened reevaluation of Wagner 

that challenges existing prejudices of the SED, especially its tendency toward anti-

Semitism (Kelly alludes to Beckmesser’s reconciliation with the German Volk in Herz’s 

staging of Meistersinger.) Joy Calico (2010) stresses that Herz goes against the grain of 

aesthetic doctrine by incorporating elements of the horror genre into his film adaptation 

of Holländer. Rather than agreeing with these three authors, my research and chapter 

present a different story entirely. While I do not want to say that Herz actively 

collaborated with SED authorities (the collaboration-versus-resistance binary is 

extremely problematic), he was very adept at taking up and further developing SED 

doctrine, and also allowed himself and his stagings to be used by the SED party. Both of 

these points call into question the idea of Herz as a sort of hero of cultural and political 

resistance. Rather, the picture emerges of a talented and intelligent man who was very 

adroit at presenting the SED party and its aesthetic and political doctrine in a favorable 

light, both at home in the GDR and abroad. We find such hallmarks of SED doctrine as 

the conflation of capitalism and fascism (the idea that West Germany is a continuation of 

Nazi Germany), an emphasis on so-called humanistic values, and a historiographical 

model in which capitalism gives way to communism. 

 Rather than focusing on Herz’s biographical details, this chapter looks primarily 

at the conceptual writings of Herz and the Leipzig team on the Leipzig Ring and at the 

reception of these stagings in East and West German newspapers. I compare what the 
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Leipzig team says in its conceptual notes with production photos and design sketches. I 

also isolate several themes in the conceptual materials and contextualize them in terms of 

broader historical debates in East Germany during the 1970s. This approach keeps me 

from falling into the dangerous trap of taking at face value what the Leipzig team writes 

about its stagings. 

 

Conceptual Writings on the Leipzig Ring Cycle 

 In this section I will outline the following three key themes appearing in the 

conceptual writings of the Leipzig team on its staging of the Ring cycle: the notion of 

“Wagner as revolutionary”; the relationship between Hagen and Gunther, where the 

former represents the Leipzig team’s thinking about fascism, and more specifically about 

Nazi Germany; and, the end of Götterdämmerung as a “tabula rasa,” or the utopian belief 

in a new beginning. I refer mainly to the conceptual discussions that appear in two small 

books on the Leipzig Ring issued by the Akademie der Künste in the GDR, and at times 

also allude to several additional essays written by Herz. In the process of describing these 

key themes in the conceptual design, I always keep in mind Herz’s belief that a staging 

should be concerned more with bringing out the dramatic conflict than showing the 

interplay of ideas – or, in Herz’s own words, a character must never stand in for an idea.8  

                                                
8 “Also keine Vertreter-Dramaturgie (Wotan vertritt ..., Alberich vertritt ...), aber sagen, 
was gemeint ist.” Joachim Herz, “Gegen Unverbindlichkeit – für Phantasie,” 53. “Die 
dramatische Spannung erwächst nicht aus einer abstrakt gedanklichen Gegenüberstellung 
von Prinzipien, sondern aus der echten Begegnung von Menschen. [...] Wir betrachten 
Wagners Figuren als selbständig handelnde Menschen, nicht als Puppen einer Idee.” 
Joachim Herz, “Richard Wagner und das Erbe – Möglichkeiten des Musiktheaters an 
einer Repertoirebühne,” Joachim Herz: Theater – Kunst des erfüllten Augenblicks: 
Briefe, Vorträge, Notate, Gespräche, Essays, ed. Ilse Koban (Berlin: Henschelverlag, 
1989), 131f. 



        

 83 

 At the very center of the Leipzig team’s conceptual design is the idea of “Wagner 

as revolutionary.” Though not a new way of looking at Wagner in the GDR at the time, 

Herz and the production team nevertheless apply this idea to the Nibelungen story in a 

novel way. In the conceptual discussion of Rheingold, Herz situates the Ring in terms of 

Wagner’s active participation in the 1848 revolution: “Wagner conceived the Ring at a 

time when the [1848] revolution was taking place and in which he was actively 

involved.”9 Dismissing what he refers to as the “legend of the break” (die Legende vom 

Bruch), Herz believes that Wagner continued to adhere to his revolutionary ideals after 

his exile, and that the Ring remained consistent in its revolutionary message and was 

unaffected by Wagner’s reading of Schopenhauer. Herz describes Wagner’s 

revolutionary ideals during the composer’s exile period as follows:  

“Thereafter it became clear to Wagner that the path of the revolution was far more 
difficult than one had thought, and that this path was not to be accomplished in 
one bold move, especially not by anarchists like Bakunin. That is, the path 
forwards led not over Siegfried, not over the great individual who sets fire to 
government buildings and believes that was already revolution.”10 

 
In other words, “true” revolution was not to be realized from one day to the next through 

anarchists such as Mikhail Bakunin, or by great individuals like Siegfried, but rather 

through a more gradual and comprehensive process. Herz’s conceptual discussion of 

                                                
9 “Wagner hat den Nibelungenring konzipiert in einer Zeit, als die Revolution in Aktion 
war und Wagner tüchtig mit dabei [...].” Joachim Herz, “Zur Konzeption des 
Nibelungenringes: Das Rheingold,” Joachim Herz inszeniert Richard Wagners Ring des 
Nibelungen am Opernhaus Leipzig, I. Teil: Das Rheingold / Die Walküre (Arbeitshefte 
Nr. 21, Akademie der Künste der DDR, Sektion Darstellende Kunst) (East Berlin, 
Akademie der Künste der DDR, 1975), 37. 
10 “Es wurde danach nur deutlich an Wagners Einzelschicksal, das der Weg der 
Revolution viel schwerer war, als man gedacht hatte, und dass er in einem Anschwung 
nicht zu meistern war, insbesondere, dass Anarchisten wie Bakunin ihn nicht meistern 
konnten. Das heißt, der Weg nach vorwärts führte nicht über Siegfried, nicht über das 
große Individuum, dass da Amtsgebäude in Brand setzt und meint, das wäre schon die 
Revolution.” Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 37. 
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Rheingold does not spell out exactly what sort of revolution Wagner envisioned here, but 

– as will become clear in the pages that follow – this revolution would involve nothing 

less than a broad historical process resulting in the complete removal of all traces of 

capitalism and feudalism, associated here with the Nibelungs and the gods, respectively. 

 In the eyes of the Leipzig team, Wagner expresses his revolutionary ideals both in 

and by means of his unique formulation of the Nibelung story. That is, Wagner 

approaches Nordic myth as a means of making sense of his own personal experiences in 

the 1848 revolution, in turn shaping his reading of the Nibelung story. Herz writes that 

one can see the events of the nineteenth century just beneath the surface of the story: 

“The Ring is a theatrical piece about the class conflicts of the nineteenth century. The 

fundamental situation of the entire piece is conflict.”11 Herz describes Wagner’s use of 

Nordic myth in terms of a helpful metaphor, stating that myth functions as a type of 

costume in which Wagner dresses the conflicts of his own time in order to present them 

in an unfamiliar light:  

“Wagner presented the tragedy of nineteenth-century class conflict in an 
unfamiliar way. He chose the form of a parable, over which he put Nordic 
mythology as an unfamiliar costume, thereby also gaining crucial moments of 
conflict in the storyline. He lets people appear as giants, dwarfs, and tribesmen. 
One can also say that he uncovered conflicts in the stories of old Nordic poems, 
and that he projected conflicts from his own time into these old figures and their 
situations. Wagner expressed himself through images of a distant Nordic past and 
meant his own present, the nineteenth century.”12  

                                                
11 “Der Nibelungenring ist ein Theaterstück über die Klassenkämpfe des 19. 
Jahrhunderts. Im ganzen Stück ist Kampf die Grundsituation [...].” Herz, Konzeption 
Rheingold, 29. 
12 “Wagner hat diese Klassenkampftragödie des 19. Jahrhunderts nun verfremdet, eine 
parabelhafte Form dafür gewählt und als verfremdendes Kostüm die nordische 
Mythologie darüber gestülpt, aus der er auch entscheidende Konfliktmomente der 
Fabelführung gewonnen hat. So lässt er die Leute als Riesen, Zwerge und Germanen 
auftreten. Man kann auch sagen, dass er in den alten Geschichten der altnordischen 
Poesie Konflikte aufgespürt hat und Konflikte aus seiner eigenen Zeit in diese alten 
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Herz speaks of Wagner as employing a sort of precursor to Brecht’s alienation effect. 

Like Brecht, who in Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder presents contemporary events 

through the lens of the seventeenth century, Wagner uses ancient Nordic myth as a means 

to make conclusions about his own present through a critical distance. 

 Herz and the Leipzig team make a distinction between depicting actual historical 

events and showing the forces at work beneath the surface of these events. In a 1978 

essay entitled “Gegen Unverbindlichkeit – für Phantasie,” Herz articulates this distinction 

as one between “depicting history” (Geschichte darstellen) and “parable” (Gleichnis):  

“Wagner did not want to depict history, even the history of his own time, but 
rather through parable to show the forces that shaped history then and that 
unfortunately have continued to shape history up until this day. […] We see in the 
Ring not a history of the nineteenth century, but rather a story in which the 
leading characters of Wagner’s own time and society have been raised to the level 
of the fantastical.”13 

 
Rather than depicting the actual events of history, Wagner prefers to tell his story in the 

form of a parable, one that resembles reality but that also goes beyond it, in turn enabling 

                                                                                                                                            
Gestalten und ihre Situationen hineinprojizierte. Er hat sich in Bildern der nordischen 
Vorzeit ausgedrückt und meinte seine Gegenwart, das 19. Jahrhundert.” Herz, 
Konzeption Rheingold, 30. In his 1973 essay “Die Nibelungen auf unserer Bühne” Herz 
also applies the metaphor of clothing to describe Wagner’s use of myth: “Wir sehen in 
der von ihm gewählten Bildersprache nordischer Mythologie eine echte Verfremdung; 
gemeint sind in ungeheurer Zusammenschau Konflikte und Probleme seiner eigenen Zeit 
[...]. Mythos, längst nicht mehr geglaubt, ist für ihn Gewand.” Joachim Herz, “Die 
Nibelungen auf unserer Bühne,” Musiktheater: Beiträge zur Methodik und zu 
Inszenierungskonzeptionen (Leipzig: Verlag Philipp Reclam, 1976), 250. 
13 “Wagner wollte nicht Geschichte darstellen, auch nicht die Geschichte seiner Zeit, 
sondern im Gleichnis die Kräfte am Werk zeigen, die damals Geschichte machten und 
seitdem leider auch noch nicht aufgehört haben, Geschichte machen zu wollen. [...] Wir 
sehen im Ring des Nibelungen nicht eine Geschichte aus dem 19. Jahrhundert, sondern 
eine Geschichte mit den ins Märchenhafte überhöhten Protagonisten von Wagners Zeit 
und Gesellschaft.” Joachim Herz, “Gegen Unverbindlichkeit – für Phantasie,“ 
Theaterarbeit an Wagners Ring, ed. Dieter Mack (Munich: R. Piper & Co. Verlag, 1978), 
53. 
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him to give form to – and to show onstage – the less tangible forces underlying history. In 

doing so, Wagner not only tells a story but also instructs the viewer in terms of his vision 

of the inner dynamics of history, especially of his own time period. What does this mean 

for how we approach Herz’s staging of the Ring? It means that we should not reduce the 

Leipzig staging to a reading in terms of concrete events of the nineteenth century. The 

gestures, costumes, and scenery refer to something more than actual historical events – 

they convey Wagner’s own personal conception of history. 

 What is the parable that Wagner tells in the Ring? In his essay “Die Nibelungen 

auf unserer Bühne,” Herz summarizes the parable in just one sentence: “Rudolf Heinrich 

and our Leipzig team want to make a first attempt to show what Wagner meant with his 

parable of the demise of the ‘gods’ and of the loveless, inhuman power of gold.”14 Herz 

explains that the gods, dwarfs, and giants refer to human beings divided into different 

social groups, who are nonetheless bound by their common interest of obtaining power 

and accumulating wealth; and, the fundamental situation is the conflict between these 

groups.15  

Let’s focus on one of these groups – the gods, or more specifically their leader 

Wotan, who Herz describes as follows:  

“At one time Wotan must have had a progressive function, one that however lies 
far in the past before the piece begins: codification of rights and contracts, 
monogamy, the establishment of culture through limitation, through restricting 
natural instincts (the carving of the spear). Yet more and more he resorted to 
balancing things out, to merely holding opposites in tension, and finally Valhalla 
became necessary to cement his power. He no longer wanted to adapt creatively, 

                                                
14 “Rudolf Heinrich und unser Leipziger Team wollen einen ersten Versuch unternehmen, 
zu zeigen, was Wagner mit seiner Parabel vom Untergang der “Götter”, von der 
liebelosen, unmenschlichen Macht des Goldes gemeint hat.” Herz, Die Nibelungen auf 
unserer Bühne, 250. 
15 Herz, Die Nibelungen auf unserer Bühne, 250. 
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to change, to develop himself further – things should remain as they already were, 
‘vollendet das ewige Werk.’ […] Freia, the state of being eternally young, was 
sold off. Yet since one could not, or did not want to, live further without this 
youth – or without the ‘Götterburg’ – the dilemma was already unsolvable. And 
even before it was moved into, Valhalla was an anachronism, outstripped and 
made obsolete by Alberich’s hurried, inhuman production, which renounced all 
beauty and pleasure in favor of reaching the final goal.”16 

 
Once “progressive,” Wotan and the gods ushered in a new age of civilization, one that by 

means of rules and contracts was able to curb animal instincts in favor of culture. (Note 

that the codification of rules and contracts is interpreted positively here as a creative act, 

an interpretation that also appears elsewhere in the conceptual discussions of the Leipzig 

production team.)17 The spear is a symbol not of violence, but rather of Wotan’s act of 

restraining his natural instincts. Herz states that much time has passed between this 

                                                
16 “Wotan muss dereinst eine progressive Funktion gehabt haben, nur liegt die lange vor 
Beginn des Stückes: Kodifizierung des Rechts und der Verträge, Einehe, Gründung einer 
Kultur durch Einschränkung, durch Beschneidung der Naturtriebe (Speerschnitzen). 
Doch mehr und mehr verlegte er sich aufs Balancieren, aufs bloße In-Spannung-Halten 
der Gegensätze, und schließlich wurde Walhall nötig, die Zementierung seiner Macht: er 
wollte nicht mehr schöpferisch sich anpassen, sich wandeln, weiterentwickeln – wie es 
erreicht war, sollte es bleiben, ‚vollendet das ewige Werk’. [...] Freia, das Immer-jung-
Sein, wurde verkauft. Da man aber ohne dieses Jung-Sein ebensowenig weiterleben 
konnte und wollte wie ohne die ‚Götterburg’, war das Dilemma bereits unlösbar. Und 
noch bevor es bezogen wurde, war Walhall ein Anachronismus, überholt von Alberichs 
rasender, unmenschlicher Produktion, unter Verzicht auf jeden schönen Schein, jeden 
Genuss vor Erreichung des Endziels.” Herz, Die Nibelungen auf unserer Bühne, 251. 
17 In a discussion between Joachim Herz and Rudolf Heinrich entitled “Ausführungen zu 
Bühnenbildlösungen und Kostümfigurinen,” Herz elaborates on this “progressive” aspect 
of Wotan’s past: “Wotan war einmal eine positive Figur. Ihm verdankt man die 
Codifizierung des Rechts. Er hat die Menschheit auf Vertragsbasis gestellt. Früher 
herrschte allgemein Mord und Todschlag. [...] Wotan hat aus dieser Weltesche den Speer 
geschnitzt, hat damit also die Natur zwar nicht geschändet, aber immerhin beeinträchtigt, 
zwecks Aufbaus einer Kultur. Er hat ein Auge geopfert [...]. Er hat seine natürliche 
Komplettheit geopfert, wie überhaupt jeder seine natürliche Komplettheit opfern muss, 
damit sich in der Gesellschaft einer in den anderen schicken kann. Die Triebe der Natur 
werden beschnitten, um der Ordnung und Kultur willen.” Joachim Herz and Rudolf 
Heinrich, “Ausführungen zu Bühnenbildlösungen und Kostümfigurinen,” Joachim Herz 
inszeniert Richard Wagners Ring des Nibelungen am Opernhaus Leipzig, I. Teil: Das 
Rheingold / Die Walküre (Arbeitshefte Nr. 21, Akademie der Künste der DDR, Sektion 
Darstellende Kunst) (East Berlin, Akademie der Künste der DDR, 1975), 43f. 
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establishment of culture and the onset of scene 2 of Rheingold, and that during this time 

Wotan and the gods became increasingly tired of change and of adapting themselves. 

Finding themselves no longer able, or willing, to cope with reality, the gods instructed the 

giants to build Valhalla, a fortress or tomb to hide within, which was purchased at the 

price of their youth and former flexibility. Initially conceived as a means of consolidating 

power, Valhalla became a testament to the gods’ inability to change and to their growing 

irrelevance in the face of the radical industrialization of the nineteenth century. In the 

eyes of Herz and the Leipzig team, the gods suggest the remaining traces of an “older” 

system of feudalism, its imminent demise when confronted with the “hurried, inhuman 

production” of Alberich. As Rudolf Heinrich puts it, Wotan is not just a person, but also 

the embodiment of a system of feudalism stretching from the “nomadic prince” to the 

monarchy of the nineteenth century.18 Recall that in the Marxist model of history, 

feudalism is the historical period that precedes, and is superseded by, capitalism, which in 

turn leads to communism – a model that we will return to later in this chapter. 

 The association between the gods and feudalism is evident in staging photos and 

Rudolf and Reinhard Heinrich’s costume sketches.19 These sources also help us to make 

further sense of the Leipzig team’s understanding and use of the word “feudalism.” I will 

focus on how Wotan’s appearance changes over the course of all four parts of the Ring 

                                                
18 “Für die Analyse ist er [Wotan] ein Prinzip: Feudalherrschaft – vom Nomadenfürst bis 
zur Monarchie des 19. Jahrhunderts [...].” Rudolf Heinrich, “Die doppelte Realität im 
Ring,” Joachim Herz inszeniert Richard Wagners Ring des Nibelungen am Opernhaus 
Leipzig, II. Teil Siegfried / Götterdämmerung (Arbeitsheft Nr. 29, Akademie der Künste 
der DDR) (East Berlin: Akademie der Künste der DDR, 1980), 34. 
19 I am referring to the black and white photos and costumes sketches that appear in 
Theaterarbeit an Wagners Ring, ed. Dietrich Mack, pgs. 63-83. I draw on these photos 
throughout the chapter. A number of black and white photos are also included in Marion 
Benz’s dissertation. 
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cycle. (Note that the Leipzig team has Wotan appear during Siegfried’s Funeral March in 

Götterdämmerung, reflecting its belief that it is Wotan who does the grieving in this 

scene and that the music conveys Wotan’s perspective of the events leading up to 

Siegfried’s death.) In scene 2 of Rheingold, Wotan and the gods Froh and Donner wear 

thick, imposing coats made of leather and animal fur. According to Rudolf Heinrich, the 

colors and materials refer to the gods’ nomadic past; and, the wear and tear of the clothes 

give the gods a hint of roughness and brutality.20 Before entering Valhalla in scene 4 of 

Rheingold, Wotan changes into a different costume – the long, flowing ceremonial gown 

decorated with two large eagles, an emblem of the Holy Roman Empire, lends him an air 

of pompous self-importance and mythological timelessness. Wotan’s appearance changes 

dramatically in Act Two of Walküre; he now wears a stylish frock coat and a necktie, 

which is complemented by his short hair and calculating expression. Wotan now seems 

firmly rooted in the nineteenth century, unlike his timeless costumes in Rheingold. When 

Wotan appears as the “Wanderer” in Siegfried, he looks as though he has reverted to his 

nomadic past: now with a full beard, he wears somewhat shabby wandering clothes and a 

wide-brimmed hat, and also has a backpack and a walking stick. His expression is sad 

and withdrawn. Wotan’s appearance is transformed again during Siegfried’s Funeral 

March in Götterdämmerung. Wotan is now a distinguished-looking general or field 

marshal, perhaps a Bismarck-like figure – a connection that Herz himself makes with 

reference to Wotan’s army of heroes in Valhalla.21 This is conveyed by Wotan’s grey-

                                                
20 Rudolf Heinrich, Ausführungen zu Bühnenbildlösungen und Kostümfigurinen, 46. 
21 “Er [Wotan] braucht also einen Heldenmythos [...]. Und dazu gibt es in einer 
Frühfassung einen herrlichen Text, den Wagner bloß leider nicht komponiert hat. Dort 
sagt Wotan: ‘Das Gold vergaben wir – nun tut uns Eisen not’. Das ist eine herrliche 
Stelle, die ganz nach Bismarck klingt und genau den Sinn widergibt, um den’s da geht.” 
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white long coat, the sash, the medal around his neck, and his carefully trimmed beard – 

all of which seem to place Wotan in the late nineteenth century. In summary, the 

dramatic transformation of Wotan’s appearance from scene 2 of Rheingold to Siegfried’s 

Funeral March in Götterdämmerung suggests that the Leipzig team has a very broad 

conception of feudalism. As conveyed by Wotan’s costumes, the feudalistic system spans 

over many years, from the founding of the Holy Roman Empire in the late tenth century 

(the ceremonial gown of scene 4 of Rheingold) up until sometime after the formation of 

the new German Empire in 1871. The Leipzig team seems to link the demise of the gods 

– and of feudalism – with the eventual demise of the German Empire at the end of World 

War I, when Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicated.    

The connection between feudalism, the Holy Roman Empire, and the German 

Empire is also apparent in the Leipzig team’s depiction of Valhalla in scene 4 of 

Rheingold. Here Rudolf Heinrich juxtaposes the “emperor’s staircase” (Kaisertreppe) 

from the Burgtheater, a symbol of the Hapsburg dynasty and of the Holy Roman Empire, 

with a model of the Niederwalddenkmal, a monument celebrating Germany’s unification 

in 1871.22 In comparison with the frantic laborers and the imposing tubes and machinery 

of Nibelheim in scene 3 of Rheingold, Valhalla seems anachronistic and bombastic. It is 

clear that the Leipzig team does not want the audience to identify with the gods, a point 

                                                                                                                                            
Joachim Herz, “Zur Konzeption des Nibelungenringes: Die Walküre,” Joachim Herz 
inszeniert Richard Wagners Ring des Nibelungen am Opernhaus Leipzig, I. Teil: Das 
Rheingold / Die Walküre (Arbeitshefte Nr. 21, Akademie der Künste der DDR, Sektion 
Darstellende Kunst) (East Berlin: Akademie der Künste der DDR, 1975), 55. 
22 Rudolf Heinrich writes the following about the interior of Valhalla, which we see along 
with the exterior at the end of scene 4 of Rheingold: “Innen habe ich die Kaisertreppe aus 
dem Burgtheater verwendet. Ganz hinten ist ein Foto einer Figur, ein Modell des 
Niederwalddenkmals, also eine Germania, die über den Rhein gen Westen blickt. Ganz 
hinten ist eine italienische Eisenkonstruktion, die den Rundsaal zur Heldenverehrung 
krönt.” Heinrich, Ausführungen zu Bühnenbildlösungen und Kostümfigurinen, 48. 
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that Herz also makes with reference to the music accompanying the gods’ entrance into 

Valhalla: “We emphasize that the entrance music to Valhalla is connected to the gods and 

to what Loge says: ‘They’re hurrying on toward their end, though they think they will last 

for ever.’ […] We don’t want to celebrate with this music, which must be avoided; and, 

some people will take offense. Wagner is not celebrating here, but rather sharply 

criticizing.”23 

 If the demise of the gods is a parable for that of feudalism, then what does the 

Leipzig team mean by the “loveless, inhuman power of gold”? In his conceptual 

discussion of Rheingold, Joachim Herz speaks of four different uses or interpretations of 

the gold. Firstly, gold signifies nature in an unpolluted state, and also something that 

grows naturally and can be found aesthetically pleasing as a “natural event” 

(Naturereignis).24 This is what the gold means to the Rhinemaidens. Secondly, gold can 

be nature handled in an artistic manner, resulting in a new aesthetic value. This is what 

the gold is to the Nibelungs before Alberich takes power and exploits their labor 

(“Carefree smiths, we used to fashion trinkets for our womenfolk, delightful gems and 

delicate Nibelung toys.”)25 Thirdly, gold is a precious metal that can be used as an 

“object of exchange” (Tauschgegenstand). This is how the gods use the gold to ransom 

Freia and to pay for Valhalla in scene 4 of Rheingold. Fourthly, gold can be the basis of a 

                                                
23 “Wir legen Wert darauf, dass die Walhall-Einzugsmusik zu den Göttern gehört und 
dass dazu gehört, was Herr Loge sagt: ‘Ihrem Ende eilen sie zu, die so stark im Bestehen 
sich wähnen’. [...] Mit dieser Musik wollen wir nicht mitjubeln, das muss verhindert 
werden, und das werden uns verschiedene Leute übelnehmen. Aber Wagner jubelt ja gar 
nicht, er kritisiert hier ganz scharf.” Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 35. The translation of 
Loge’s text here is from Stewart Spencer, Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung: A Companion, 
ed. Stewart Spencer and Barry Millington (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2010), 117. 
24 Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 32. 
25 Translation from Spencer, 91. 
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“universal exchange value” (Universaltauschwertes) and the means of further 

accumulation and even of “slavery through interest” (Zinsknechtschaft). This is what 

happens in scene 3 of Rheingold, when Alberich stockpiles a hoard of more and more 

gold. Herz makes a distinction between the hoard and the ring: the former is “liquid 

capital” (was gerade liquid ist), the latter a principle. More specifically, the ring is the 

principle of exploitation that makes this fourth function of gold possible: “The ring is 

neither a treasure nor a weapon, but rather a principle. The ring means the compulsion to 

work, in order to make a profit from this work, in turn enabling new possibilities of work 

and of making money.”26 In other words, Alberich exploits the work of others, giving 

him more wealth and power over his workers and new opportunities of exploitation.   

 The ring takes on a central significance in the Leipzig team’s telling of Wagner’s 

parable. In addition to enabling the accumulation of wealth, the ring is associated with 

methods of industrial production and a rapid growth rate, more specifically the leap from 

an agriculturally based economy to one based on industry: “The ring means the leap from 

an agricultural world – from a world of farming, of bartering, and of crafts – into an 

industrial world.”27 According to the Leipzig team’s interpretation, this leap could only 

be accomplished through the “renunciation of everything human” (Verzicht auf 

Menschliches). Herz equates this new industrial era with capitalism, which he describes 

as a system driven by “inhuman, loveless exploitation” (unmenschliche, liebelose 

                                                
26 “Der Ring ist also keine Kostbarkeit und keine Waffe, sondern er ist ein Prinzip. Der 
Ring bedeutet Zwang zur Arbeit, um aus dieser Arbeit ein Mehr herauszuwirtschaften, 
um daraus wieder neue Arbeits- und Gewinnmöglichkeiten zu ergattern.” Herz, 
Konzeption Rheingold, 32. 
27 “Der Ring bedeutet den Sprung von der Agrar-Welt, von der Welt des Ackerbaus, der 
Naturalienwirtschaft und des Handwerks hinein in die Industriewelt.” Herz, Konzeption 
Rheingold, 32. 
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Ausbeutung) – where one person exploits the work of another for his or her own gain. As 

stated by Herz, the ring and its principle of exploitation originate in Nibelheim and are 

directed against the gods: “Forged from the curse of the excluded, the ring’s power is 

directed from below at the luxury above.”28 Herz and the Leipzig team go so far as to 

refer to the principle of exploitation as “Alberich’s principle,” signaling that the ring and 

Alberich remain bound throughout the Ring cycle, even when the ring is no longer in 

Alberich’s direct possession. Valhalla and the world of the gods do not stand a chance 

against “Alberich’s new principle,” its possibility of unbounded accumulation of wealth 

and power.29  

 In addition to being a principle, the ring is also an object or “prop” (Requisit).30 

Herz refers to the ring’s “double function” (Doppelfunktion), a concept that he uses to 

explain how some characters come into possession of the ring without being aware of its 

powers. Herz provides Act Three of Götterdämmerung as an example, when Siegfried 

initially wants to give the ring to the Rhinemaidens as a present. As Herz puts it, the 

Rhinemaidens cannot accept the ring – Siegfried cannot return the ring to nature – 

because the curse would remain in effect, which could only be broken if Siegfried 

understood the full meaning of the ring’s underlying principle. It is not until after 

Siegfried’s death that Brünnhilde first becomes aware of the ring’s curse, and is then able 

to return it to the Rhinemaidens. In keeping with the loveless and inhuman quality of the 

ring, the Leipzig team chooses to depict the ring as a “golden fist” (eine goldene Faust), 

                                                
28 “Geschmiedet aus dem Fluch des Ausgeschlossenseins, ist die Stoßrichtung von des 
Ringes Kraft durchaus gerichtet von unten gegen die Schlemmer da oben.” Herz, Die 
Nibelungen auf unserer Bühne, 250. 
29 Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 32. 
30 Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 32f. 
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which Herz describes as a “dehumanization of the human hand that will look like a 

knuckleduster” (eine Denaturierung der menschlichen Hand, die wie ein Schlagring 

aussehen wird). Like brass knuckles, a knuckleduster is a device used to increase the 

damage of blows, pointing back to the ring’s effect of causing and amplifying conflict.    

 How does the Leipzig team portray Alberich and the industrial world of 

Nibelheim? Rudolf and Reinhard Heinrich’s costume sketch of Alberich in scene 3 of 

Rheingold shows a self-confident man with a brimmed hat, spectacles, a large coat, 

working shoes, and coarse, striped pants. Compared with the costume sketches of the 

gods, Alberich is a character from a lower class, yet his brimmed hat gives him a hint of 

respectability and modernity. As seen in the production photos and indicated in Rudolf 

Heinrich’s scenic description, Alberich is not some inactive manager who sits back and 

watches his laborers from a comfortable distance; rather, he is not afraid to get his hands 

dirty and show his workers how something is done. In the words of Joachim Herz, 

Alberich has not yet become a sluggish bourgeois; he is at the factory all day and does 

not permit himself rest or any sort of luxury.31 The surrounding landscape of Nibelheim 

is similarly devoid of comfort and human interaction. In the center of the stage, elevated 

on a platform, we see a large, steaming machine – “perhaps a casting oven for gold” – 

tended by a number of workers in a circular formation.32 We also see a “blast furnace” 

(Hochofen) melting metal. On the forestage we observe Alberich’s grimy office with its 

steel doors. On both sides of the stage, there are large photos of “fly wheels” 

(Schwungräder), and the walls are composed of ore and coal. The wings are used on both 

                                                
31 Rudolf Heinrich and Joachim Herz, Ausführungen zu Bühnenbildlösungen und 
Kostümfigurinen, 47. 
32 Rudolf Heinrich and Joachim Herz, Ausführungen zu Bühnenbildlösungen und 
Kostümfigurinen, 47. 
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sides of the stage, resulting in an expanded stage that seems overwhelming in size. As 

pointed out by Rudolf Heinrich, the stage design is constructed symmetrically. All of 

these details suggest that Nibelheim is a place of extreme dehumanization, one capable of 

unbounded expansion and of swallowing up anything and everything that it comes into 

contact with. Wotan appears to be genuinely frightened by this harsh reality in scene 3 of 

Rheingold. 

… 

 We turn now to the relationship between King Gunther and Hagen at the 

Gibichung court in Götterdämmerung, a relationship that receives special emphasis in the 

Leipzig Ring. In his conceptual discussion of Götterdämmerung, Herz refers to Gunther 

as “Wotan’s weak descendant” (der schwächliche Wotan-Abkömmling), a connection that 

draws attention to the fact that Gunther – like Wotan – is an aristocrat, a “feudal lord.”33 

In the eyes of the Leipzig team, Gunther is a carry-over of the older system of feudalism. 

In contrast, Hagen is the “very filthy son of the new industrial capital” (der sehr 

beschmutzte Sohn des neuen Industriekapitals), who inherits the inhuman, loveless 

principle of exploitation associated with his father Alberich. In other words, both Gunther 

and Hagen are direct descendants of the feudalist and capitalist systems outlined in 

Rheingold, and their relationship mirrors and serves as a further extension of that between 

                                                
33 Joachim Herz, “Aspekte der Fabeln Siegfried und Götterdämmerung: 
Einführungsgespräche mit dem Ring-Ensemble der Leipziger Oper; II. 
Götterdämmerung,” Joachim Herz inszeniert Richard Wagners Ring des Nibelungen am 
Opernhaus Leipzig, II. Teil: Siegfried / Götterdämmerung (Arbeitsheft 29, Akademie der 
Künste der DDR) (East Berlin: Akademie der Künste der DDR, 1980), 23. 
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Wotan and Alberich. (Note that Herz believes Wotan and Alberich are co-dependent, in 

spite of their animosity.)34  

 Herz describes the relationship between Gunther and Hagen as an alliance 

between the aristocracy and industry, one that he likens to the historical connection 

between Kaiser Wilhelm II and the Krupp family:  

“[The Gunther-Hagen relationship] is a historical event. One thinks of Krupp and 
the Kaiser. Krupp was later made a noble, and the alliance between capitalism and 
the older powers of feudalism was sealed. […] The old feudal powers needed the 
new powers of capitalism and industry. The weak Gunther seeks Hagen’s support,  
and this bond between a ‘feudalist figure’ and a ‘capitalist figure’ is historically 
accurate.”35 

 
In other words, Wagner anticipates the monarchy’s reliance on heavy industry, a bond 

that was already being forged around the time of the Ring’s conception. In the 

relationship between Gunther and Hagen, each uses the other for his own personal gain. 

According to Herz, Hagen does not think of doing anything for Gunther, and will push 

him aside as soon as Gunther is no longer useful.36 Likewise, Gunther is suspicious of 

and dislikes Hagen, but he needs him, because without Hagen’s power and productivity, 

                                                
34 “Wotans Welt und Alberichs Welt [haben] einander bedingt, denn wenn es den 
Alberich nicht gegeben hätte, dann hätte Wotan ihn erfinden müssen. Er [Wotan] war am 
Ende und konnte nur überleben durch Alberichs Gold und Ring, sonst hätte er Walhall 
nicht bezahlen können, hätte – schon im Rheingold – die Freia hergeben müssen, schon 
damals wäre es mit ihm Krachen gegangen. Wotan und Alberich gehören zusammen 
[...].” Herz, Einführungsgespräche Götterdämmerung, 30. 
35 “[Dieses Miteinander des Königs Gunther mit dem Alberich-Sohn Hagen] ist ja nun 
ein historischer Vorgang. Man kann an Krupp und den Kaiser denken. Krupp wurde 
später geadelt, das Bündnis des Kapitalismus mit den alten Mächten des Feudalismus hat 
stattgefunden. [...] Die alten feudalen Mächte brauchten die neuen Mächte des 
Kapitalismus und der Industrie. Der schwächliche Gunther sucht Bestätigung durch 
Hagen, und dieses Zusammenfügen der ‘Kaiserfigur’ mit der ‘Kapitalistenfigur’ ist 
historisch absolut richtig und zutreffend.” Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 32. 
36 Herz, Einführungsgespräche Götterdämmerung, 23. 
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Gunther would go bankrupt. Gunther is necessary for the time being, since he gives some 

semblance of respectability to Hagen’s predatory capitalism.  

 Herz provides a negative evaluation of this period in which the Gibichung court 

becomes increasingly powerful. After Fafner’s death the economy is no longer stagnant, 

but the relief is temporary and shows signs of impending danger: “The gold is in 

circulation again. Fafner’s belly no longer weighs it down. There is a pseudo-surge of 

activity, which shows clear signs of fascism and oppression. The gold drives these 

developments. We find the creation of some jobs, and the economic stagnation is 

overcome.”37 Here Herz implies that the time period after Fafner’s death is like the early 

days of National Socialism, its creation of jobs and promise of relief from the economic 

calamities of the Weimar Republic. The Leipzig team shows this “pseudo-surge” of 

economic activity by means of a bustling “factory workshop” (Werkhalle), in place of the 

traditional way of setting Act Two of Götterdämmerung on the shore in front of the 

Gibichung court. The factory workshop points back to the one found in Nibelheim, but it 

is now much cleaner and modernized. The association between the Gibichung court and 

Nazi Germany is not over-exaggerated but nonetheless apparent – it is suggested by the 

large banners (the swastika replaced by a “G” with a dagger running through it) and the 

factory workshop’s monumental architecture.  

 The connection between the Gibichung court and Nazi Germany becomes even 

more evident in Herz’s description of the character Hagen. Hagen is a cold, “cheerless 

                                                
37 “[...] Das Gold ist auf irgendeine Weise jetzt wieder liquid geworden; der Bauch von 
Fafner liegt ja nicht mehr drauf. Es kommt zu einem Pseudo-Aufschwung, der deutlich 
faschistoide, beklemmende Züge an sich hat. Das Gold treibt die Entwicklung an. Es 
findet irgendeine Arbeitsbeschaffung statt, die Stagnation ist überwunden.” Herz, 
Einführungsgespräche Götterdämmerung, 27. 
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robot” (ein freudloser Roboter), a product of the renunciation of love associated with 

Alberich’s possession of the ring. Hagen is even “worse” than his father, because 

whereas Alberich still had fantasy and visions of the future (storming Valhalla), Hagen 

has absolutely no imagination, apart from his intrigues. He wants to make sure that 

everyone else becomes a feelingless robot, and that he himself is the “master robot” (der 

oberste Roboter). Hagen’s only goal in life is that the “wheel [should] turn faster” (das 

Rad [sollte] sich schneller drehen), that is, that the rate of production should always 

become faster. Here Herz presents the image of a ruthless capitalist, a manager who 

always pushes his workers harder. Herz takes this image of exploitative capitalism and 

conflates it with one of fascism: the human being is stripped of all emotion and 

imagination, and is reduced to being a robot that blindly follows orders. Herz goes so far 

as to liken Hagen to Hitler, who is helped into power by Gunther-Hindenburg: “Think of 

Hindenburg or the Greek king, who first helped the fascists into power and then were 

done away with.”38 Hagen is like Hitler in his use of violence and brutality, and – unlike 

the naïve Siegfried – is conscious of his misdeeds. In his description of Hagen’s men in 

Act Two of Götterdämmerung, Herz likens them to the SS:  

“The troops gather together. This is a nasty, fascist group of thugs who are arming 
themselves for battle and are ready for deployment. Hagen at first acts as if he is 
calling for battle, which they consider to be a normal course of action. Then the 
troops are enlightened: they are not going to war, but rather to a wedding. One 
hears the truth of the matter in the music: they are going to a feast of savagery and 
to the end of civilization, the twilight of the gods. This is a very barbaric scene.”39  

                                                
38 “Denken Sie bitte auch an Hindenburg oder an den griechischen König, die erst den 
Faschisten in den Sattel halfen und dann abserviert wurden.” Herz, Konzeption 
Rheingold, 32.  
39 “Die Mannen strömen zusammen: Das ist nun ein schlimmer, faschistoider 
Schlägertrupp, zum Einsatz bereit, mit Waffenausgabe. Hagen tut zunächst, als rufe er 
zum Krieg, was man für völlig normal hält. Dann werden die Leute aufgeklärt: es geht 
nicht zum Krieg, sondern zur Hochzeit. In Wahrheit erfährt man aus der Musik: es geht 



        

 99 

 
As mentioned in reviews of the Leipzig Götterdämmerung, the singer Fritz Hübner was 

especially adept at emphasizing this threatening and sinister aspect of Hagen’s 

character.40 Hagen’s appearance consists of a leather jacket, striped pants, a striped shirt, 

and short black hair. In addition to linking him to his father Alberich, the stripes seem to 

suggest that Hagen is a criminal. Hagen does not wear a hat, which gave Alberich a hint 

of respectability and reflected his desire to fit in – both of which are characteristics that 

do not interest Hagen. Though also worn by the gods in Rheingold, the leather jacket – 

especially the cut worn by Hagen – provides a visual link to the Nazi period, but the 

connection is by no means exaggerated. The appearance of Hagen’s troops, however, 

does suggest a more explicit reference to National Socialism, especially their military 

caps (the sort worn by SS officers) and their stiff posture and violent gestures. 

 Although Herz and the Leipzig team direct the bulk of their critical attention at 

Hagen’s character, they do not spare Gunther and certainly do not make him out to be a 

passive, naïve observer of Hagen’s intrigues. According to Herz, Gunther always broods 

over a misdeed before doing it, but then does it anyway: “Gunther is a type that cannot do 

a misdeed without first racking his conscience, but then he does it anyway. He is a real 

Ibsen figure, divided against himself. Before acting villainously, he must first suffer full 

awareness of how wrong his villainous behavior is.”41 Gunther is a man who does not act 

                                                                                                                                            
zum Schlachtfest und zur Götterdämmerung – eine ganz barbarische Szene.” Herz, 
Einführungsgespräche, Götterdämmerung, 28. 
40 See for instance, Eckart Schwinger, “Der Ring hat sich geschlossen – Letzter Abend 
von Wagners Tetralogie: Götterdämmerung im Leipziger Opernhaus,” Neue Zeit, April 5, 
1976: “[Fritz Hübner war] ein Hagen von unverhüllter Grausamkeit und eminenter 
Stimmpotenz in der Maske des Pizarro [...].” 
41 “Er [Gunther] ist ein Typ, der tut das Böse nicht, ohne sein Gewissen vorher gehörig 
zerbleut [verbleut?] zu haben, dann aber tut er es doch, er ist eine richtige, gespaltene 
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in accordance with his morals, an accomplice who knowingly contributes to Hagen’s 

misdeeds. (Herz nevertheless stresses that Gunther did not know about Siegfried’s 

relationship with Brünnhilde before his arrival at the Gibichung court.) In keeping with 

this negative assessment of Gunther’s character, the Leipzig team makes him out to be a 

sort of weaker twin brother to Hagen: Gunther wears the same striped shirt, but his jacket 

is a lighter color and made from a more elegant material (Gunther places more value on 

his appearance.) In the photos, Gunther either mirrors Hagen’s gestures, has his back 

turned to the audience, or stands subordinated to Hagen. Reviewers stress that the singer 

Ekkehard Wlaschiha portrayed Gunther as a weak, idle figure.   

Herz’s negative evaluation of Gunther extends to the Gibichung court at large, 

which – in his eyes – shares a type of collective responsibility for Hagen’s intrigues:  

“How do Gunther’s guests and Hagen’s men, the hunting party, behave? Do they 
know about the plan [i.e. to murder Siegfried]? […] Here, in Götterdämmerung, 
Hagen’s men stammer, visibly moved, ‘Hagen, was tust du?’ They are all shaken. 
In my opinion, this does not need to be the case. We would like to make it that the 
majority of these people know about what is being plotted here. This provides a 
scene that is much more severe.”42 

 
Like Gunther, the Gibichung court has knowledge of – and is an accomplice to – Hagen’s 

misdeeds; it shares a sort of collective guilt for these wrongdoings. If the Gibichung court 

is a metaphor for Nazi Germany, as Herz and the Leipzig team argue elsewhere, then the 

guilt and responsibility for the misdeeds of Hagen-Hitler extend beyond the immediate 

                                                                                                                                            
Ibsen-Figur. Erst muss er einmal so richtig ausgekostet haben, wie bitter sein 
schurkisches Verhalten ist, dann erst verhält er sich schurkisch.” Herz, 
Einführungsgespräche, Götterdämmerung, 29. 
42 “Wie nun verhalten sich Gunthers Gäste und Hagens Leute, die Jagdgesellschaft? Sind 
sie Mitwisser des Plans? [...] Hier, in Götterdämmerung, stammeln die Mannen auch 
sichtlich ergriffen: ‘Hagen, was tust du?’ Sie sind alle erschüttert. Das muss meiner 
Meinung nach nicht sein. Wir wollen es so machen, dass die Mehrzahl der Leute 
Bescheid weiß über das, was hier ‘inszeniert’ wird; das gibt eine viel härtere Szene [...].” 
Herz, Einführungsgespräche Götterdämmerung, 29. 
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perpetrators. This is a very radical reading of the Ring cycle and of Germany history, but 

– as we will see – one that was made possible by conflating Nazi fascism with capitalism. 

As Elaine Kelly points out, East German doctrine held that “two parallel strands of 

society had evolved in Germany, one reactionary and one progressive.”43 The reactionary 

strand included capitalism and resulted in fascism; and, the progressive strand “evolved 

directly from the ideals of the Enlightenment and found its apotheosis in the socialist 

society espoused by the SED.” By linking fascism with capitalism, East German party 

officials could say that by distancing itself from capitalism, the East German state had 

also distanced itself from the Nazi past. In doing so, East Germany could also offload 

responsibility for Nazi crimes onto West Germany. This conflation of fascism and 

capitalism is very much at the center of the Leipzig Ring, and may explain why Herz 

explores the theme of collective guilt. It remains to be seen if reviewers picked up on – 

and how they responded to – this vision of collective guilt for Nazi atrocities.  

 How does the representation of fascism in the Leipzig Ring cycle compare with 

those found in other Wagner stagings around this time? As far as I know, the Leipzig 

Götterdämmerung was the first Wagner staging in the GDR to allude visually to the Nazi 

period (such allusions were more commonplace in spoken theater, especially in the works 

of Brecht). We do find another instance of a Wagner staging depicting Nazi fascism two 

years before the Leipzig team, but this occurred in West Germany – in Ulrich 

Melchinger’s 1974 staging of Götterdämmerung in Kassel. It is unclear if the Kassel 

staging had any sort of influence on the Leipzig one, but it seems more than a 

coincidence that both productions make a connection between the Gibichung court and 

                                                
43 Kelly, 801. 
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fascism. A comparison of the two stagings is revealing and points to how differently the 

two German states thought about the Nazi period and fascism in general. The allusion to 

the Nazi party is much more direct in Melchinger’s staging. For example, we find an 

unmistakable reference to the architectural style of Albert Speer as well as to party 

banners and the Nazi imperial eagle. In comparison, Herz’s portrayal of fascism is 

subtler. The architecture of the Gibichung court is bombastic, there are large party 

banners, and Hagen’s men look and behave in a manner that invites comparison with 

Nazi storm troops. Yet, there is not the same naturalistic attention to historical details, 

and Herz seems to say that fascism cannot be reduced to the Nazi party or to a single 

historical period. I would argue that the difference between the depictions of fascism in 

the Kassel and Leipzig stagings is evidence of the contrasting interpretations of the Nazi 

past in East and West Germany. In the West German state, Nazi fascism is understood as 

a specific historical period and in terms of a unique set of circumstances that led to 

Hitler’s rise to power. In East Germany, by contrast, Nazi fascism is the manifestation of 

a deeper lying connection between fascism and capitalism. By associating fascism with 

an extreme form of capitalism, East Germans could argue that West Germany was a 

continuation of Nazi Germany.        

… 

 The ending of Götterdämmerung is the final theme in this section on the Leipzig 

team’s conceptual thinking. I ask the following questions: What is the significance of the 

final scene when Valhalla burns down and the ring returns to the Rhinemaidens? Who 

survives these catastrophic events? I argue that the Leipzig team viewed the ending of 
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Götterdämmerung as a metaphor for the immediate period following the Second World 

War, in particular the hope for a new socialist state and a clean break with the recent past.  

In turn, I contextualize the Leipzig team’s thoughts about this final scene from 

Götterdämmerung in terms of broader thinking about the postwar and the Nazi past in the 

GDR. I find that the Leipzig ending is not as “open” as Herz suggests, and that Herz’s 

vision of a clean break with the Nazi past is in keeping with SED doctrine. 

 Let’s start by taking a closer look at the staging of the final scene of 

Götterdämmerung. Brünnhilde’s final song, the Leichenrede for Siegfried, takes place in 

the factory hall of the Gibichung court. As Brünnhilde finishes her song, the Gibichung 

hall begins to crumble, and the walls tumble down on the sides. In the background we see 

a large panorama view of Valhalla’s exterior, which is set on fire by Brünnhilde’s torch. 

Valhalla appears as an enormous neo-classical dome, which according to Rudolf Heinrich 

was modeled on the Law Courts of Brussels, a building designed by Joseph Poelaert 

“around the same time that Wagner was working on the Ring project.” Heinrich describes 

the building as being “exceedingly large and ornate,” and adds that it exudes a feeling of 

brutality along with having a “depressing effect” (eine deprimierende Wirkung); yet, the 

building simultaneously suggests the “eternity of the law.”44 Heinrich believes these are 

all features of Wotan’s character. What Heinrich neglects to mention in his stage 

descriptions is that his design for Valhalla looks a great deal like the United States 

Capitol building. Without doubt, East German audiences detected this similarity. The 

panorama of Valhalla gradually moves downward, conveying the illusion that the burning 

building is sinking into the ground. The fire appears here in the form of a dance troupe 

                                                
44 Heinrich, Ausführungen zu Bühnenbildlösungen und Kostümfigurinen, 48. 
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choreographed by Emmy Köhler-Richter, which was also the case for the fire 

surrounding the sleeping Brünnhilde in Walküre and Siegfried. As Valhalla reaches the 

ground, there is a strobe light and then the lights go out. As the lights come back on, we 

see a number of people dressed in simple workers’ clothing standing in front of a brightly 

lit white background. It seems clear that the survivors are the workers, and that the 

Leipzig team presents them in a celebratory manner. 

  Now we turn to what the Leipzig team has to say about its staging of this final 

sequence of Götterdämmerung. Herz refers to the ending as a “tabula rasa” in his 

conceptual notes for Götterdämmerung: “At the end is a tabula rasa: the past is wiped 

clean. Now there is a new beginning.”45 Herz repeatedly returns to this metaphor of a 

tabula rasa, of a white tablet that has been wiped clean, which takes on a number of 

meanings for the Leipzig team. In the most immediate sense, the erasure of the past is the 

dual demise of Valhalla and the Gibichung court, and the new beginning refers to the 

nameless people who remain onstage after these catastrophic events. Herz also applies 

this metaphor to Wagner’s revolutionary thinking around the time of the 1849 Dresden 

uprising:  

“Brünnhilde throws her burning torch and sets the old world on fire. Recall that 
Wagner thought he could only imagine the revolution beginning by burning down 
Paris to the ground. He thought of Paris because it was there that he had had 
unpleasant experiences and could gain somewhat deep insight into the 
commercial world of his time. The world of exploitation is burned down: both 
Wotan and Alberich’s worlds, which were mutually dependent […].”46  

                                                
45 “Zum Schluss ist Tabula rasa: Das Alte ist ausgewischt. Nun fängt ein Neues an.” 
Herz, Götterdämmerung: Aspekte der Fabeln, 30. 
46 “Brünnhilde wirft die Brandfackel in die alte Welt. Wir erinnern uns: Wagner meinte, 
er könne sich den Beginn der Revolution nur vorstellen, indem Paris in Schutt und Asche 
gelegt werde. Paris deswegen, weil er dort unangenehme Erfahrungen gemacht und 
zudem ziemlich tiefe Einblicke in die Geschäftswelt seiner Zeit hatte gewinnen können. 
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According to Herz, the final sequence of Götterdämmerung expresses Wagner’s belief 

that revolution would involve nothing short of wiping away all traces of exploitative 

capitalism, especially its manifestation in the consumer culture of Paris. Wagner believes 

that Paris is representative of how modern civilization has been corrupted by the pursuit 

of wealth, and envisions the future as a tabula rasa, a clean slate where this corrupted 

civilization is wiped away. Herz’s view of Wagner’s revolutionary thinking here ties in 

with the Leipzig team’s third reading of the tabula rasa metaphor, a reading that is in 

keeping with Marxist interpretations of history: the demise of both feudalism and 

capitalism (“the worlds of Wotan and Alberich”) prepares the way for socialism and 

communism. In order for socialist and communistic ideas to be put into practice, the old 

systems of exploitation must first be wiped away. I argue that it is this third reading that 

Herz and the Leipzig team have in mind when they speak of an “opening ending,” an 

aspect of the Leipzig staging of Götterdämmerung that I will now discuss at greater 

length. 

 Herz repeatedly makes the point in the conceptual notes for the Leipzig Ring 

project that Wagner did not know what the future would bring, nor what happens after the 

new beginning at the end of his opera. Wagner, Herz states, does nevertheless leave his 

audience with a general feeling of optimism, this being conveyed by the return of the 

redemption motive first heard in Walküre when Brünnhilde tells Sieglinde of the child 

that she will bear:  

“Wagner did not see what would one day result [from the demise of the old gods]. 
The time was perhaps not ripe enough yet for [such foresight]. Wagner can only 

                                                                                                                                            
Die Welt der Ausbeutung wird niedergebrannt: Wotans Welt und Alberichs Welt, die 
einander bedingt haben […].” Herz, Götterdämmerung: Aspekte der Fabeln, 29f. 
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communicate to us a utopian hope at the end, not concrete details of the 
difficulties that had yet to be overcome.  […] How does the piece 
[Götterdämmerung] actually end? […] Wagner gives us an answer, one that is 
very concise and also a bit cryptic. The so-called ‘redemption motive’ is the only 
hint of how things should continue after Götterdämmerung. […] This is a 
completely altruistic, life-giving motive that Wagner lets sound as the only hope 
at the end of his work. Wagner’s optimism is not more concrete; he saw no 
concrete solution [for the future].”47 

 
In keeping with the uncertainty or “openness” of Wagner’s ending, Herz believes that the 

Leipzig staging should do no more than provide a hint of what is to come after the demise 

of the gods and of the Gibichung court. Herz states that it is nevertheless clear that 

Wagner did not have a “regressive utopia” in mind, that is a return to nature removed 

from history:  

“The question is as follows: What happens with the ring? […] Therein lies the 
problem, [the question of] whether Wagner had a regressive utopia in mind here, 
a utopia that longs to return to nature and that wishes to undo history. We are not 
of this opinion. That would be totally unrealistic. It can’t be that […] at the end 
the three Rhinemaidens splash about like salmon as if nothing has happened. So 
what happens with the fatal ring? We came to the conclusion that the gold is not 
done away with, given that it is beautiful and also has a certain practical value. It 
is the ring that must be done away with. The ring […] is the principle of 
exploitation, the enslavement of people by people, and the accumulation of wealth 
only made possible by such means. We want to transform this ring at the end, 
dissolve it into a new shape and meaning. In that moment when the ring is 
returned to the Rhinemaidens, a golden fabric unfolds itself, a golden gossamer-
like material, dreamily fine and undulating like a veil. The Rhine daughters float 
up to the flies in their gondolas with the golden fabric. With this image of the gold 
we do not mean ‘gold for everyone’ in the sense of Volkswagen shares – that is, 

                                                
47 “Was sich daraus [d.h. die Dämmerung der alten Götter] einmal entwickeln würde, das 
hat er [Wagner] nicht gesehen, dafür war ihm die Zeit vielleicht noch nicht reif. Er kann 
uns zum Schluss nur eine utopische Hoffnung übermitteln und keine konkreten Hinweise 
auf die Schwierigkeiten, die noch zu überwinden waren. […] Wie geht das Stück denn 
nun eigentlich aus? […] Wagner gibt uns darauf eine Antwort. Diese Antwort ist sehr 
knapp und auch ein bisschen verschlüsselt. Das sogenannte ‘Erlösungsmotiv’ ist der 
einzige Hinweis darauf, wie es nach Götterdämmerung weitergehen soll. […] Es ist ein 
durchaus altruistisches, ein gebärendes Motiv, das Wagner als einzige Hoffnung am Ende 
seines Werkes aufklingen lässt. Konkreter ist sein Optimismus nicht. Er sah keine 
konkrete Lösung.” Herz, Konzeption Rheingold, 39f. 
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every worker [is] also a little capitalist – but rather give room to the imagination 
in the sense of something new, beautiful, and beneficial to mankind.”48  

 
That is, the ring – and its principle of exploitation – is done away with, but the gold 

remains. Herz leaves us with the image of the Rhinemaidens carrying off a pure, beautiful 

golden fabric. The golden material is delicate but “beneficial to mankind,” a sort of 

metaphor for the fragility of this new beginning. Herz means to leave this final image to 

the audience’s imagination, yet he does not want to imply that the survivors remaining 

onstage at the end are like the employees of Volkswagen who were offered generous 

stock options when the company was privatized in 1961. Herz argues that the end is 

“open” in that its interpretation is left to the audience’s imagination. Yet, I argue below 

that this ending was by no means as open as Herz suggests, and that GDR audiences were 

likely to have a number of specific associations with postwar divided Germany. 

What exactly does Herz mean by the phrase “beneficial to mankind” (im Sinne 

von etwas den Menschen Freundlichem) in the preceding quotation? In another essay 

entitled “Schluss! Alles Cosel’n zu Gefallen,” he refers to the previously mentioned 

                                                
48 “Was wird mit dem Ring? – das ist die Frage. […] Darin verbirgt sich das Problem, ob 
denn Wagner hier nicht etwa eine regressive Utopie im Sinne gehabt habe; eine Utopie, 
die sich in den Naturzustand zurücksehnt und die Geschichte ungeschehen zu machen 
wünscht. Der Meinung sind wir nicht. Das wäre auch völlig unrealistisch. Es kann nicht 
sein […], dass nun zum Schluss die drei Rheinsalme sich wieder um das Gold tummeln, 
so als sei nichts gewesen. Was also wird jetzt mit dem fatalen Ring? Wir kamen zu der 
Meinung: Das Gold wird ja nicht abgeschafft, denn es ist schön und hat auch eine 
gewisse praktische Bedeutung. Was abgeschafft werden muss, ist der Ring. Der Ring ist 
[…] das Prinzip der Ausbeutung, der Knechtung des Menschen durch den Menschen, der 
Akkumulation, die man nur auf diese Weise erzielen konnte. Diesen Ring wollen wir 
zum Schluss verwandeln, auflösen in neue Gestalt und Bedeutung. Im Moment, da die 
Rheintöchter den Ring zurückerhalten, entfaltet sich ein Goldgewebe, ein Goldgespinst, 
traumzart und wehend wie ein Schleier. Mit ihm entschweben die Rheintöchter in ihren 
Gondeln zum Schnürboden. Mit diesem Bild vom Gold meinen wir nicht ‘Gold für alle’ 
im Sinne einer Volkswagenaktie (jeder Arbeiter auch mal ein kleiner Kapitalist), sondern 
geben der Phantasie Raum im Sinne von etwas Neuem, Schönem, den Menschen 
Freundlichem.” Herz, Götterdämmerung, Aspekte der Fabeln, 30. 
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return of the redemption motive as an expression of love for mankind, one that 

foreshadows what is to come after the new beginning at the end of Götterdämmerung: 

“Out of the flame that consumes both [Siegfried and Brünnhilde] grows that melody of an 

active love for mankind, of joy over Brünnhilde’s rebellious heroism, announcing the 

rescue of all that is new and of the young life. The new day can begin.”49 Here and 

elsewhere Herz associates the new beginning with the concept of love for mankind, and 

he means to convey this association in the staging by means of the nameless people who 

remain onstage at the end, the white background, and the bright lights. While one might 

consider this love for humanity to be a vague or abstract idea, I would like to argue that 

both Herz and East German audiences were likely to understood this final, celebratory 

image of human love to be a reference to the humanistic values supposedly upheld by the 

GDR. (Recall that according to SED doctrine, the GDR was the “true” inheritor of the 

humanistic ideals dating back to the Enlightenment and later abandoned by a 

“reactionary” strand of thinking including capitalism and fascism.) Furthermore, the 

Leipzig team’s tone of enlightened humanism bears a remarkable resemblance to SED 

propaganda and its emphasis on humanistic values, for example when Herz speaks of a 

new and better world based on insight:  

“Brünnhilde’s [final] speech is the first of many that must be held in order to 
write the correct words on the new white tablets. It will be an arduous path, one 
that moves forward one step at a time. Nevertheless, the work [i.e. 

                                                
49 “[…] Aus der Flamme, die beide verzehrt, wächst jene Melodie einer tätigen 
Menschenliebe, des Jubels über Brünnhildes rebellisches Heldentum, verkündend die 
Rettung des Neuen, des jungen Lebens. Der Tag kann beginnen.” Joachim Herz, 
“Schluss! Alles Cosel’n zu Gefallen,” Joachim Herz inszeniert Richard Wagners Ring 
des Nibelungen am Opernhaus Leipzig, II. Teil: Siegfried / Götterdämmerung 
(Arbeitsheft 29, Akademie der Künste der DDR) (East Berlin, Akademie der Künste der 
DDR, 1980), 32. 
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Götterdämmerung] shows that insight is possible, and this is crucial. The world 
can become a better place because insight is possible.”50 

 
Herz’s talk of a better world based on insight reflects his belief in historical progress, the 

idea that one learns from one’s mistakes and moves forward. Although not exclusive to 

the Marxist model of history, the idea of historical progress is certainly central to it.  

How “open” is the ending of the Leipzig Götterdämmerung really? I argue that 

the ending was by no means “open,” at least in the sense of encouraging a reading 

unencumbered by that intended by the production team. The issue is made more 

complicated by the fact that the production team does not explicitly verbalize the 

intended meaning of its staging, and that one must read between the lines of what is 

written in the conceptual notes. We cannot take at face value what the production team 

writes about its staging in the conceptual notes, a mistake that Patrick Carnegy makes 

with regard to the ending of Götterdämmerung. In order to decipher the Leipzig team’s 

intended meaning, we must do our best to place ourselves in the shoes of the East 

German audience and to understand the associations that they would have made. I would 

like to make the case that members of the East German audience were very likely to have 

three readings of the ending of the Leipzig Götterdämmerung, each of these readings 

being an expression of the same underlying narrative of the victory of communism over 

capitalism and fascism. The first reading is a more abstract historiographical model in 

which socialism and communism triumph over capitalism and feudalism. We find 

evidence of this broader historical reading in the following quotation taken from Herz’s 

                                                
50 “Brünnhildes Rede ist die erste von vielen Reden, die gehalten werden müssen, um die 
richtigen Worte an die neuen weißen Tafeln zu schreiben. Es wird mühevoll, es wird 
schrittweise weitergehen. Immerhin zeigt das Werk, dass Einsicht überhaupt möglich 
war, und das ist das Entscheidende: Die Welt wird besser werden können, weil Einsicht 
möglich ist.” Herz, Götterdämmerung, Aspekte der Fabeln, 30. 
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conceptual notes for Rheingold: “The production should have been taken over by the 

producers [i.e. the workers]. That could not occur, at least not until after the demise of the 

old gods. This demise cannot be put off and comes only a couple of acts later. In the 

meantime, there is a fascist attempt to hold up the progress of history […].”51 In other 

words, at the end of Götterdämmerung we enter a new period in which the means of 

production are in the hands of the workers, and this new period is first made possible by 

the historically inevitable demise of feudalism and capitalism. As Herz puts it, the 

progress of history cannot be stopped, at most briefly postponed by “reactionary” fascists. 

The second reading that the East German audience would have had is that the tabula rasa 

ending is a metaphor for the historical events leading up to the birth of the GDR. If the 

Gibichung court was indeed seen to refer to Nazi Germany – an association frequently 

made by reviewers in East German newspapers – then the audience must have associated 

the demise of the Gibichung court and the subsequent “new beginning” with the period 

immediately following Germany’s surrender in 1945. Finally, a third reading seems 

probable, especially considering the Leipzig team’s conflation of fascism and capitalism 

as well as its broader representation of fascism – that the dual demise of Valhalla and the 

Gibichung court in the Leipzig Götterdämmerung seems to foretell the future triumph of 

East Germany over its western counterpart and the United States. (Recall that Valhalla is 

made to resemble the United States Capitol building, and that East Germans tended to 

think of West Germany as a fascist state.) In this way the Leipzig team could depict East 

                                                
51 “Die Produktion hätte in Besitz genommen werden müssen von denen, die produzieren. 
Das konnte nicht geschehen. Es kann erst nach der Dämmerung der alten Götter 
geschehen. Die ist nicht mehr aufzuhalten, kommt nur ein paar Akte später. Dazwischen 
liegt der faschistische Versuch, die Geschichte aufzuhalten […].” Herz, Konzeption 
Rheingold, 38. 
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Germany’s ascendency over West Germany, in spite of the latter’s economic and 

technological superiority. In summary, given the likelihood of these three readings of the 

ending of the Leipzig Götterdämmerung, the only aspect about this ending that is “open” 

is that the intended meaning is staged at least in part in the audience’s imagination and 

not entirely on the actual stage. Herz and the Leipzig team could rely on the fact that they 

shared a common language with the audience that would make their intended meaning 

transparent.  

 

Reception in East German Newspapers 

In spite of the problematic place of Wagner’s Ring cycle in the musical canon of 

the GDR (outlined in the introduction), most of the East German critics reviewing the 

Leipzig Ring seem convinced that Wagner and the Ring cycle belong in this canon, 

especially when interpreted by Herz and the Leipzig team. An exception is Ernst Krause, 

who at one point in his review of Götterdämmerung casts doubt on Wagner’s place in the 

socialist canon by calling him an egomaniacal opportunist: “Was not Wagner a dangerous 

example all his life of how an egocentric attitude can easily form an alliance with 

conformity?”52 Krause does not specify what he means by conformity here, but he speaks 

in a vague sort of way in the immediately preceding sentence of Wagner gaining new 

“life experiences” in his later life “with kings, emperors, and other powers.” Krause 

implies that Wagner does not remain “true” to his initial revolutionary ideals. 

                                                
52 “War Wagner nicht zeitlebens ein gefährliches Beispiel dafür, dass sich egozentrische 
Haltung sehr wohl mit Konformismus verbünden kann?” Ernst Krause, “Kein 
Trauermarsch für Siegfried: Zum Abschluss des Ring des Nibelungen an Leipzigs Oper,” 
Sonntag, June 27, 1976. 
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 In addition to being convinced that Wagner belongs in the musical canon of the 

GDR, most of these East German critics believe that Herz and the Leipzig team provide 

an ideal example of how Wagner’s works can be interpreted within a Marxist framework. 

For example, Gerhard Müller goes so far as to say that the Leipzig staging is the best 

Marxist reading of the Ring cycle yet, even if he is critical of Gert Bahner’s conducting: 

“[Gert Bahner’s treatment of the music] is a shortcoming, which however does not lessen 

the production team’s ability to give the most convincing Marxist interpretation yet of 

Wagner’s many layered Nibelung tragedy.”53 Only one critic, Werner Wolf, is not 

entirely satisfied with the Leipzig team’s Marxist reading. In Wolf’s opinion, Herz does 

not depict the working classes positively enough in Rheingold:  

“Above all, the depiction of the working giants with distorted, dehumanized faces 
seems incorrect. If, by this, the effects of the harsh exploitation are being shown, 
it was ‘forgotten’ that the revolutionaries who fight to change the depicted 
circumstances cannot come from anywhere else but from the working masses. 
Even the gaping masses, added by the director, who appear when the gods enter 
Valhalla, do not at all make one think of the fighters who will overthrow the 
gods.”54 

 

                                                
53 “[Gert Bahners musikalische Gestaltung] ist ein Manko, das jedoch nicht das Verdienst 
des Inszenierungskollektivs verringert, die bisher konsequenteste und schlüssigste 
marxistische Interpretation von Wagners vielschichtiger Nibelungentragödie gegeben zu 
haben.” Gerhard Müller, “Wagners Walküre als wildes Drama des Krieges: Joachim Herz 
setzt seine Neudeutung des Ring des Nibelungen am Leipziger Opernhaus fort,” Tribüne, 
February 27, 1974. 
54 “Vor allem aber erscheint die Darstellung der Arbeitsriesen mit durchweg entstellten, 
denaturierten Gesichtern verfehlt. Wenn damit die Auswirkungen der harten Ausbeutung 
gezeigt werden sollen, wurde nur dabei ‘vergessen,’ dass die revolutionären Kämpfer zur 
Veränderung der gezeigten Zustände nirgends anders her als aus den Arbeitermassen 
kommen können. Auch die vom Regisseur hinzugefügten gaffenden Massen beim Einzug 
der Götter in Walhall lassen ganz und gar nicht an die Streiter denken, die eben die 
Götter stürzen werden.” Werner Wolf, “Ein anregender Versuch realistischer Gestaltung: 
Joachim Herz inszenierte Wagners Rheingold im Opernhaus Leipzig,” Leipziger 
Volkszeitung, [date?]. 
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Wolf thinks that the Leipzig team’s depiction of the working classes, represented here by 

the giants, is not heroic enough. He accuses the team of pessimism, of focusing too much 

on the workers’ alienation and not enough on their revolutionary potential. Yet, Wolf’s 

review of Rheingold is an exception, and the majority of the East German critics 

celebrate the Leipzig Ring cycle as an exemplary Marxist reading and also as one of the 

most significant events in the history of GDR staging. For instance, Ernst Krause writes 

that the Leipzig Götterdämmerung “must rightly be called a highpoint in the musical 

theater of our Republic.”55 By the time Wolf reviews Götterdämmerung, even he is 

convinced of the Leipzig team’s success: “Without question, the production reached its 

highpoint with Götterdämmerung. One hundred years after the premiere in Bayreuth, 

Leipzig – the birthplace of Wagner – and our German Democratic Republic can present a 

production that lets the work […] become one of the most important theatrical events 

since 1945.”56 Wolf presents the image of Leipzig as a key location for Wagner staging, 

and suggests that the significance of the Leipzig Ring cycle extends beyond the GDR. In 

other words, the Leipzig Götterdämmerung scores an international success for the GDR.  

 Many of the East German critics stress that the Leipzig Ring cycle belongs to a 

longer, still developing tradition of Wagner staging in the GDR. That is, Herz’s 

production style in the Ring is not a radical break with the Wagner stagings that come 

                                                
55 “Leipzigs letzte Herz-Inszenierung […] muss rechtens ein Höhepunkt des 
Musiktheaters unserer Republik genannt werden.” Ernst Krause, Kein Trauermarsch für 
Siegfried.  
56 “Mit Götterdämmerung erreichte die Einstudierung der Tetralogie Der Ring des 
Nibelungen fraglos ihren krönenden Höhepunkt. Hundert Jahre nach der Uraufführung in 
Bayreuth kann Leipzig als Geburtsstadt Wagners, kann unsere Republik eine 
Inszenierung vorstellen, die das Anliegen des Werkes […] zu einem der bedeutendsten 
Theaterereignisse seit 1945 werden lässt.” Werner Wolf, “Krönender Abschluss von 
Richard Wagners Ring-Tetralogie: Fesselnde Inszenierung der Götterdämmerung hatte 
im Leipziger Opernhaus Premiere,” Leipziger Volkszeitung, April 1, 1976. 
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before it in the GDR; and, directors staging Wagner after Herz are in turn influenced by 

and build upon his ideas. This notion of a Wagner tradition in the GDR is especially 

apparent in Hansjürgen Schaefer’s review of Siegfried in Neues Deutschland. Since 

Neues Deutschland was the central organ of the SED party, Schaefer’s comments here 

represent official party policy. According to Schaefer, this Wagner tradition began with 

Herz’s stagings of Der Fliegende Holländer at the Berlin Comic Opera and Die 

Meistersinger in Leipzig:  

“The new work on Wagner’s musical-dramatic compositions already has a 
considerable tradition in our country. Since the production of Holländer at the 
Berlin Comic Opera and the Leipzig opera house and the new staging of 
Meistersinger for the opening of the new opera house in Leipzig – both of which 
were done by Joachim Herz – the process of taking up Wagner anew has gathered 
speed.”57 

 
Schaefer describes this “process of taking up Wagner anew” (der Prozess neuen 

Aneignens Wagnerscher Werke) as being not “a clearing away” (Entrümpeln) of past 

interpretations and production styles, but rather an exploration of the contradictory forces 

at play during the mid-nineteenth century when Wagner composed these works: 

“For a long time now, it has no longer been about a ‘clearing away’ of the staging 
burdened by mysticism, nor about the rejection of outdated production clichés. In 
the foreground stands the effort to grasp Wagner’s operas at their core, to let their 
aesthetic substance become clear as a brilliant expression of the contradictory 
nature of bourgeois thinking at the middle of the past century. It is not the 
solutions that Wagner’s operas offer but rather the problems they communicate 

                                                
57 “Die Neuerarbeitung des musik-dramatischen Werkes von Richard Wagner hat in 
unserem Lande nun schon eine beachtliche Tradition. Seit der Inszenierung des 
Fliegenden Holländer in der Berliner Komischen Oper und im Leipziger Opernhaus und 
seit der Neuinszenierung der Meistersinger zur Eröffnung der neuen Oper in der 
Messestadt – beides Arbeiten von Joachim Herz – hat der Prozess neuen Aneignens 
Wagnerscher Werke erfreulich in die Breite gewirkt.” Hansjürgen Schaefer, “Wagner aus 
neuer Sicht: Aufführungen von Siegfried, Tristan und den Meistersingern an 
Opernhäusern der Republik,” Neues Deutschland, December 16, 1975. 
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that form the substance that continually makes these works so captivating and 
moving for us today.”58 

 
Schaefer does not go into further detail about what he means by “a clearing away of the 

staging burdened by mysticism” (Entrümpeln der mystisch überladenen Szene). While 

East German critics certainly associated postwar Bayreuth with mystical stagings, in this 

context the word “mysticism” most likely refers to what SED doctrine considered the 

reactionary views of Nazi fascism. I would argue that this claim about no longer needing 

to clear away the taint of mysticism is an expression of what Elaine Kelly describes as the 

avoidance in the GDR of any sort of de-nazification. According to the logic of SED 

propaganda, a work like the Ring was either progressive or reactionary, and anything 

resembling de-nazification or “cleansing” cast doubt on its right to a place in the musical 

canon of the GDR in the first place.59 (This unwillingness to engage in any form of de-

nazification is a key feature that distinguishes Wagner staging in East Germany – and the 

cultural practice in general there – from that found in West Germany, where the notion of 

de-nazification played a central role, in spite of the concept’s deeply problematic nature.) 

In other words, the emerging Wagner tradition outlined in Schaefer’s article is defined 

not by rehabilitation or the clearing away of fascist elements but rather by the effort to 

                                                
58 “Es geht schon lange nicht mehr um ein ‘Entrümpeln’ der mystisch überladenen Szene, 
um die Abkehr von überholten Aufführungsklischees. Im Vordergrund steht das 
Bemühen, Wagners Opern in ihrem Wesen zu erfassen, ihre ästhetische Substanz deutlich 
werden zu lassen als genialen Ausdruck widersprüchlichen bürgerlichen Denkens-Mitte 
des vergangenen Jahrhunderts. Denn nicht die Lösungen, die Wagners Opern anbieten, 
sondern die Probleme, die sie aufgeben, bilden die Substanz, die sie für uns heute immer 
wieder fesselnd und ergreifend wirken lassen.” Schaefer, Wagner aus neuer Sicht. 
59 This avoidance in the GDR of anything resembling de-nazification is reflected in an 
article written by Werner Wolf for Musik und Gesellschaft about the Bayreuth Festival of 
1957. In this article, entitled “A Cleaning Out or a Violation?” (Entrümpelung oder 
Verwaltigung? Bayreuther Festspiele 1957), Wolf argues that “there is no need to ‘de-
Nazify,’ but only to perform faithfully.” Quoted in Kelly, 809. It is significant that both 
Wolf and Schaefer use the same word Entrümpelung.  
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interpret Wagner’s works in terms of his own turbulent time period, especially how this 

period was understood in the GDR. That is, these Wagner stagings would shed further 

light on the opposing progressive and reactionary forces at work during the mid-

nineteenth century, a time that seemed to foreshadow and even mirror the realities of 

post-1945 divided Germany. Schaefer notes this tendency not only in Herz’s Wagner 

stagings but also in such stagings as Harry Kupfer’s Tristan und Isolde in Dresden in 

1975: “Even here we find the attempt to place the action during Wagner’s time, to show 

both Wagner and his work in his own time.”60 Schaefer concludes his review of Siegfried 

with the following remark about the Wagner tradition in the GDR, presenting the image 

of an organically unfolding development: “One no longer begins from scratch with each 

staging. Rather, experiences from other opera houses [in the GDR] are used and 

developed further. The great advantage of such an endeavor is that an underlying 

conceptual idea can be continuously developed on the stage.”61 

 Like Schaefer, most of the East German critics place the Leipzig Ring cycle at the 

very center of what they regard as an organically unfolding tradition of Wagner staging in 

the GDR. Even Herz presents a similar narrative in an interview with Robert Schuppert 

appearing in Neues Deutschland on the occasion of the Götterdämmerung premiere: “We 

are of the opinion that we have continued straight along the path that we began back then 

[with the Leipzig Meistersinger in 1960]. […] We believe that [the Leipzig Ring project] 

                                                
60 “Auch hier [in Harry Kupfers Inszenierung von Tristan und Isolde] also der Versuch, 
szenisch auf die Wagner-Zeit zu orientieren, gleichsam Wagner und sein Werk in seiner 
Zeit zu zeigen.” Schaefer, Wagner aus neuer Sicht. 
61 “Es wird nicht mehr in jedem Falle ‘neu’ angefangen, sondern Erfahrungen an anderen 
Bühnen werden genutzt, weiter ausgearbeitet. Der große Vorzug solchen Bemühens 
besteht darin, dass eine richtige konzeptionelle Grundidee in der theatralischen 
Umsetzung kontinuierlich weiter ausgearbeitet werden kann.” Schaefer, Wagner aus 
neuer Sicht. 
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grew directly from the work of the Leipzig opera house […].”62 The emphasis on 

tradition here contrasts with that on discovery and originality found in the conceptual 

notes. Perhaps the medium of the newspaper dictated a different objective than the 

conceptual notes, which were read only by those directly involved in the productions. 

Only one or two critics find the Leipzig productions to be too radical, which is surprising 

if one considers some of the more unconventional features of these stagings. (One of 

these unconventional features is Herz’s insertion of characters in places not indicated in 

the libretto, for example Wotan’s appearance during Siegfried’s funeral music in 

Götterdämmerung; another feature, admittedly less radical but nonetheless uncommon in 

Wagner staging, is Herz’s incorporation of Brechtian alienation effects, for instance the 

transparent stage changes and exposed lights.) Although some of the other critics also 

mention these unconventional features, Ernst Krause is the most explicit in his 

condemnation of what he takes to be the radical aspects of the Leipzig Ring. While the 

other critics discuss these unconventional features as falling within the bounds of 

tradition, Krause believes that Herz has broken with this tradition. In his review of the 

Leipzig Götterdämmerung, Krause criticizes Herz for violating the musical score, 

especially during Siegfried’s Funeral March:  

“The Funeral March of Götterdämmerung was not for Siegfried. It was shown 
how a tired Wotan stumbles through a gallery of antiquated, fascist eagles. […] 
Of course, there is something to be said for the motivation. But, the truth inherent 

                                                
62 “Wir sind der Meinung, dass wir geradlinig diesen Weg weiter beschritten haben, den 
wir damals begannen. […] Bei uns erwuchs er [der Ring in Leipzig], so meinen wir, 
kontinuierlich aus der Arbeit des Leipziger Opernhauses […].” Robert Schuppert, 
“Vierter Abend des Ring in Leipzig: Gespräch mit Operndirektor Joachim Herz zur 
Inszenierung von Richard Wagners Götterdämmerung,” Neues Deutschland, March 
27/28, 1976. 



        

 118 

in the musical score points in a different direction. The main motif of the funeral 
march is the Siegfried motif, not the Valhalla motif.”63 

 
In Krause’s opinion, the primary objective of a staging should be that it is faithful to the 

music, not that it conveys the interpretation of the director. Krause is not very receptive 

to the idea that the staging might comment on, or even distance itself from, the music, 

which is a common practice of Brecht’s epic theater. Krause’s dismissal of interpretation 

here is more in keeping with Walter Felsenstein’s notion of “Musiktheater,” where the 

acting is an expression of the music and – to use Felsenstein’s own words – “the first and 

most important stage director is the composer.”64 In other words, Krause implies that 

Herz has broken with the Felsenstein tradition in favor of the Brechtian aesthetic.  

The fact that most East German critics, unlike Krause, emphasize the traditional 

aspects of the Leipzig Ring over the unconventional ones suggests that cultural 

authorities in the GDR wanted to stress their official approval of the Leipzig productions. 

By reading these reviews in East German newspapers, one does not get the impression 

that Herz and the Leipzig team were upsetting the existing practice of Wagner staging in 

the GDR, nor that they were interrogating the values of GDR cultural policy.  

… 

 Now we turn to how East German critics responded to the depiction of the 

Gibichung court, and to the question of whether they were able to pick up on the 

references to the Nazi party in the staging, especially those discussed in the conceptual 

                                                
63 “Der Trauermarsch der Götterdämmerung gilt nicht Siegfried. Gezeigt wird, wie durch 
eine Galerie abgewrackter faschistischer Hoheitsadler ein müder Wotan wankt. […] 
Gewiss, die Motivation hat manches für sich. Aber die der Partitur immanente Wahrheit 
weist einen andern Weg. Das Walhallmotiv ist für den Trauermarsch nicht tragend, 
dominierend ist Siegfried.” Krause, Kein Trauermarsch für Siegfried. 
64 Carnegy, 314. 
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notes. We find that the critics do indeed detect these references; but, whereas the 

conceptual notes describe Hagen and his men as emotionless, dehumanized robots, the 

reviews focus more on the depiction of violence. Hansjürgen Schaefer describes the 

fascist state represented by Hagen and his men as being one that does not shy away from 

using murder in order to achieve its political goals: “Both Hagen’s wild calls and the 

brutal choruses of his vassal-troops convey the image of a society of the utmost brutality, 

one in which murder – for example, of Siegfried – has already become an entirely 

‘commonplace’ means of conducting politics.”65 Schaefer associates the brutality of 

Hagen and his troops with the “cold silver brilliance of technological modernity” 

radiating from the Gibichung court, both of which are features of a “new stage of 

capitalistic-industrial undertaking.” This conflation of a technologically advanced stage 

of capitalism with the violence of fascism is also apparent in Eckart Schwinger’s review 

of Götterdämmerung: 

“Act Two shows the factory hall of the [Gibichung] company equipped with 
menacing turbines, which is a continuation of Alberich’s brutal world of 
exploitation. Alberich’s son Hagen and his militant, leather-clad troops rule here, 
as does terror. Oppressive rituals, intrigues, […] and oaths of revenge occur here 
under flags of a fascist sort. […] This is an aggressive, provocative interpretation 
of the Gibichung state, which unscrupulously allows the unsuspecting Siegfried to 
be liquidated.”66 

                                                
65 “So zeigen Hagens wilde Rufe, die brutalen Mannen-Chöre nun das Bild einer aufs 
höchste brutalisierten Gesellschaft, in der der Mord (an Siegfried) nun schon durchaus 
‘gewöhnliches’ Mittel der Politik geworden ist.” Hansjürgen Schaefer, “Neudeutung von 
Wagners Opernzyklus: Götterdämmerung – imponierender Abschluss der Leipziger 
Ring-Einstudierung von Joachim Herz,” Neues Deutschland, April 7, 1976. 
66 “Der zweite Akt zeigt die mit bedrohlichen Turbinen bestückte Fabrikhalle des 
Unternehmens, eine Fortführung von Alberichs brutaler Ausbeuterwelt unter Tage. Hier 
herrscht sein Sohn Hagen mit seinen militanten Ledermannen, hier herrscht Terror, hier 
finden unter Fahnenschmuck nach faschistischer Art beklemmende Rituale statt, Intrigen, 
[…] Racheschwüre. […] Eine aggressiv-provokante Deutung des Gibichungenstaates, der 
den arglosen Helden skrupellos liquidieren lässt.” Eckart Schwinger, “Der Ring hat sich 
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According to Schwinger’s reading of the Leipzig Götterdämmerung, the fascist state of 

the Gibichung court is literally a “continuation of” (Fortführung) of Alberich’s 

exploitative capitalism. Schwinger believes that the following features of the Leipzig 

team’s portrayal of the Gibichung court allude to the Nazi past: the leather jackets and 

violent behavior of Hagen’s men, the mystical rituals, and the large, decorative flags.  

To summarize, both Schaefer and Schwinger describe the Gibichung court 

depicted in the Leipzig staging as being technologically advanced but also barbaric in its 

use of brutal force and in its lack of respect for human life. For both reviewers, the façade 

of technological progress is a false appearance covering up the underlying truth that 

fascism is regressive in its violation of the humanistic values embodied in the GDR. The 

depiction of fascism is broad enough here to refer not only to the Nazi past but also to 

present-day West Germany, which according to SED doctrine was a continuation of Nazi 

fascism. One cannot help but wonder if the readers of these reviews found it strange that 

the critics focus on violence and oppression as being primary features of fascism. After 

all, the GDR also relied on similar repressive measures to keep its citizens in check, as 

demonstrated by the violent suppression of the workers’ uprising in 1953. Yet, by 

associating fascism with extreme violence and then stressing the GDR’s distance from 

fascism, critics were able to present the image of the GDR as the upholder of human 

rights. Confronted with the technological and economic superiority of West Germany, 

East German critics resorted to a tone of moral superiority.  

… 

                                                                                                                                            
geschlossen; Letzter Abend von Wagners Tetralogie: Götterdämmerung im Leipziger 
Opernhaus,” Neue Zeit, April 5, 1976. 
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A final point to consider in the East German reception of the Leipzig Ring cycle is 

how reviewers responded to the open ending of the Leipzig Götterdämmerung. The 

reviewers praise this final scene enthusiastically, and interpret it as a “happy ending” in 

which the workers triumph over their exploiters. In the words of Werner Wolf, “the 

workers’ observation of the events [i.e. the burning down of the Gibichung hall and 

Valhalla] places the dying and the survivors opposite one another, and intimates who will 

draw the proper conclusions from the occurrences.”67 In other words, the ending enacts a 

sort of symbolic confrontation of the workers with their exploiters, and the audience is 

comforted with the idea that the workers will “outlive” or “survive” (überleben) their 

oppressors. As Eckart Schwinger puts it, we are given a vision of a more humane future: 

“The end is dominated by a gloriously bright horizon, which gives a symbolic vision of a 

new, humane future.”68 For both Wolf and Schwinger, the ending of the Leipzig 

Götterdämmerung is above all a feeling of joy and hope for a new era in which the 

worker will no longer be exploited. It does not bother either reviewer that we are not 

given a concrete plan for how this vision will be carried out. Rather, both Wolf and 

Schwinger seem perfectly content with leaving the concrete details of this future era to 

the audience’s imagination. Of course, although neither reviewer says so, the intended 

message of this ending is that the present-day GDR is the realization of that vision of a 

more humane future. 

 

                                                
67 “Die Beobachtung der Vorgänge durch das Volk stellt Untergehende und Überlebende 
gegenüber, deutet an, wer aus dem Geschehen die richtigen Schlüsse zu ziehen hat.” 
Wolf, Krönender Abschluss von Richard Wagners Ring-Tetralogie. 
68 “Ein hellstrahlender Horizont dominiert am Ende als sinnbildhafter Ausblick auf eine 
neue, humane Zukunft.” Schwinger, Der Ring hat sich geschlossen. 
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Reception in West German Newspapers 

What do West German critics have to say about the Leipzig Ring? On the surface 

level their reviews are mostly positive; but, just below the surface we find clear 

expressions of animosity against the GDR. The West German reviews are limited to 

Rheingold since West German critics were denied entry into the GDR for the subsequent 

parts of the Ring. 

 The most positive evaluation of the Leipzig Rheingold comes from Paul Moor, an 

American living in West Germany who wrote for many international newspapers, both in 

English and in German. (Perhaps the fact that he is American explains why, unlike the 

other West German critics, he does not articulate any sort of hostility to the GDR.) Moor 

emphasizes the differences between the Leipzig Rheingold and Wieland Wagner’s work 

in Bayreuth, and concludes that the Leipzig team is more faithful to Wagner’s staging 

directions: 

“Both the staging of Joachim Herz and the scenic and costume design of Rudolf 
Heinrich remain faithful to Wagner’s own instructions, and this is no longer a 
common practice since the time of Wieland Wagner. Herz and Heinrich do not 
fall back on the shallow, empty pathos – the clashing and swinging of swords – 
that Wieland Wagner did away with, but they again distance themselves radically 
from the extreme stylization that has become so common since 1951, and return 
in a modern way to the ‘core’ of Wagner’s stage directions.”69 

 
Although Moor is not openly dismissive of Neu-Bayreuth, he seems to favor the realist 

staging of Joachim Herz and Rudolf Heinrich over the “extreme stylization” of Wieland 

                                                
69 “Sowohl die Inszenierung von Joachim Herz wie das Bühnenbild und die Kostüme von 
Rudolf Heinrich halten sich getreu an Wagners eigene Angaben, und das ist ja, seit 
Wieland Wagner, nicht gerade mehr üblich. Die beiden fallen natürlich nicht zurück in 
das hohle Pathos, in das Waffengeklirr und Schwerterschwingen, das Wieland Wagner 
ausmusterte, aber sie entfernen sich doch wieder radikal von jener extremen Stilisierung, 
die seit 1951 gang und gäbe ist, und kehren auf modernem Wege zum ‘Kern’ von 
Wagners Szenenanweisungen zurück.” Paul Moor, “Zurück zu den Realitäten; Oper: 
Leipzig sucht neuen Zugang zu Wagner,” Die Zeit, April 20, 1973. 
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Wagner, at least in terms of which staging he considers to be more faithful to the “core” 

of Wagner’s stage directions. Moor closes his review with the assertion that the Leipzig 

opera house has proven itself to be one of the best houses in the world: 

“Even in the GDR one is inclined, occasionally, to refer to opera houses outside 
the capital [Berlin] as being provincial, even the Dresdner Staatsoper, which was 
formerly so important. Any institution that can produce such an excellent and 
powerful production as this staging of Rheingold has climbed its way up to being 
among the best houses in the world. Almost everyone could learn something from 
the Leipzig team.”70  

 
There is nothing “provincial” about the Leipzig opera house and, as Paul Moor puts it, if 

the Leipzig team maintains this high standard for the remaining parts of the Ring, it will 

be “second to none” in the “competition” with the other Ring cycles celebrating the 

work’s 100th anniversary. According to Moor, Herz’s Rheingold puts the East German 

city of Leipzig on a cultural map that includes such prestigious venues as Covent Garden, 

the Bayerische Staatsoper, and La Scala.    

 Peter Klinkenberg is also complimentary about the Leipzig Rheingold, stating 

that, “musically, it belongs to the top class” and “nearly all the parts were performed 

excellently.” With regard to Herz’s staging, Klinkenberg writes that “even if we already 

know where Herz will lead us, one can nonetheless eagerly await the tetralogy’s 

completion in 1975.” Klinkenberg’s positive assessment of the Leipzig Rheingold does 

not however prevent him from mentioning that Herz received some boos from the 

audience, which he notes was an unusual response to a staging in the GDR. He describes 

                                                
70 “Auch in der DDR neigt man gelegentlich dazu, Opernhäuser außerhalb der Hauptstadt 
als ‘provinziell’ abzustempeln, selbst die früher so bedeutende Dresdner Staatsoper: 
Jedes Institut, das eine so exzellente und überwältigende Produktion vorweisen kann wie 
diese Rheingold-Aufführung, hat sich unter die besten der Welt hinaufgearbeitet. Von 
denen könnte fast jede ein gut Stück Praxis von den Leipzigern lernen.” Moor, Zurück zu 
den Realitäten. 
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how the presence of GDR officials did not prevent the “Wagner fans” in the audience 

from expressing their negative response: “The small group of courageous Wagner fans, 

surprisingly most of whom were under thirty, were not deterred by the presence of 

prominent state and party officials, identifiable by the many party badges on jacket 

lapels. […] These fans gave voice to their uneasiness about this, without doubt, unusual 

Wagner interpretation.”71 

 Not all the reviews of the Leipzig Rheingold, however, are positive. Although 

Jens Wendland praises the Leipzig team for offering more than just a counter-model to 

Neu-Bayreuth, he tends to reduce the Leipzig Ring to a Marxist reading: “Herz views the 

tetralogy as an aesthetic cover, as a “superstructure” to a series of historical-realist theater 

events and furthermore to the political “base” […].”72 Wendland finds the Leipzig team’s 

Marxist, “ideological” interpretation to be too confining: “To say the least, the Leipzig 

project is [over]simplified by the ideological gymnastics.”73 He then criticizes the Leipzig 

Rheingold for its “one-sidedness,” more specifically for not properly developing the 

complexities of Rheingold: “One must nevertheless speak of the one-sidedness: the 

directness of the Leipzig Rheingold, its juxtaposition of aesthetic materials derived from 

                                                
71 “Das kleine Häuflein mutiger Wagner-Fans, erstaunlicherweise kaum einer über 
dreißig, ließ sich auch nicht durch die auf gesellschaftliche Repräsentation bedachte 
Partei- und Staatsprominenz im Saal, erkennbar an den vielen Email-Bonbons am 
Rockaufschlag, beirren. [...] Sie [die Wagner-Fans] machten ihrem Unbehagen an einer 
zweifellos ungewöhnlichen Wagner-Ausdeutung Luft.” Peter Klinkenberg, “Die Wotans 
und die Nibelheimer Dampfkessel-Werke: Joachim Herz’ originelle Rheingold-Deutung 
in der Leipziger Oper,” Frankfurter Rundschau, May 2, 1973. 
72 “Herz betrachtet [...] die Tetralogie als ästhetisches Dach, als ‘Überbau’ zu einer Reihe 
von historisch-realistischen Theaterveranstaltungen und weitergehend: der politischen 
Basis [...].” Jens Wendland, “Ins Theater zurückgeholt: Joachim Herz inszeniert 
Rheingold in Leipzig,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, April 13, 1973. 
73 “[...] Das Leipziger Vorhaben [...] wird durch einen ideologischen Klimmzug 
zumindest vereinfacht.” Wendland, Ins Theater zurückgeholt. 
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the different temporal layers, proves in itself how the idealistically approximate of a 

transitional work is smoothed over, and how music-theatrical outlines are glossed 

over.”74 In other words, the Leipzig team oversimplifies and loses sight of how Rheingold 

is a transitional work that manifests the dynamic nature of Wagner’s ideas at this point in 

his life. (Wendland is vague here about what he means by the “juxtaposition of aesthetic 

materials,” but he is most likely referring to what he describes elsewhere as the Leipzig 

team’s distracting emphasis on visual spectacle.) Wendland also attacks at great length 

what he perceives to be the one-sidedness of Gert Bahner’s treatment of the music:  

“The musical one-sidedness weighs even heavier. Gert Bahner of the [Berlin] 
Comic Opera at first develops the Vorspiel lyrically, but then he treats the music 
as mere […] illustration. Bahner inserts breaks and thereby marks recognizable 
entrances and scenes in the leitmotifs. He often favors the bustle of the staging 
[over the music], which confirms how undialectically Bahner works in an 
otherwise thoughtful production. […] How much more Bahner might have 
contributed if, for example, he had not illustrated the events. Because rather than 
cultivating the incredibly beautiful music, the lost paradises of sound in the 
grotesque scenes (beginning with Alberich’s awkwardly lecherous advances), 
Bahner blindly follows the events onstage. What results is that the scene develops 
with its figures, but the music is treated regressively. The music becomes 
secondary and meaningless.”75 

                                                
74 “[Die Rede] muss doch von Einseitigkeit sein: die Offenheit des Leipziger Rheingold, 
ihr Nebeneinander ästhetischer Materialien, die hergeleitet sind aus den verschiedenen 
Zeitschichten, belegt selbst, wie hier das idealistisch Ungefähre eines Übergangswerks 
weggedämpft wird, musik-theatralische Aufrisse überspielt werden [...].” Wendland, Ins 
Theater zurückgeholt. 
75 “Schwerer wiegen die musikalischen Einseitigkeiten. Gert Bahner von der Komischen 
Oper breitet das Vorspiel zunächst lyrisch aus, veräußert dann aber die Musik zu der [...] 
Illustration. Bahner führt Absätze ein, profiliert so aus der Leitmotivik erkennbare 
Auftritts-, manchmal Kulissen-Musiken, leistet – und das eigentlich bestätigt, wie sehr 
Bahner un-dialektisch in einer sonst so beziehungsreichen Inszenierung arbeitet – nicht 
selten der bloßen Geschäftigkeit der Regie Vorschub. [...] Was hätte das dieser Arbeit 
noch für Qualifikationen gebracht, zum Beispiel nicht die Entfremdungsvorgänge zu 
schildern, weil er zu den grotesken Szenen (beginnend mit Alberichs täppisch geilem 
Liebeswerben) die wahrhaft unwahrscheinlich schöne Musik, die verlorenen 
Klangparadiese nicht kultiviert, sondern sich blindlings einlässt auf die Szene; wir sehen 
also: die Szene entwickelt sich mit ihren Figuren, die Musik wird regressiv behandelt, 
‘chargiert,’ ist fertig, wenn sie beginnt.” Wendland, Ins Theater zurückgeholt. 
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In Wendland’s opinion, Bahner reduces the music to mere illustration or accompaniment 

to the visual aspects of the staging; and, as a result, the music loses its independency. The 

Leipzig team collapses, or undermines, the expressive tension between the music and 

events onstage that Wendland believes to be at the heart of Wagnerian music drama.  

 Although Wendland is the most outspoken in his criticism of the Leipzig 

Rheingold, we also find more subtle instances of hostility in the review of Peter 

Klinkenberg. For instance, even though Klinkenberg expresses approval for how the 

Leipzig team interprets the Ring in terms of Wagner’s life during the revolutionary years 

of 1848 and 1849, he nonetheless accuses Herz of adhering to party doctrine: “In 

complete agreement with the GDR’s official interpretation of history, Herz reads 

Wagner’s mythical story of the gods as a disguised societal critique of the capitalistic 

order.”76 Klinkenberg also emphasizes the trendiness of the staging: “The Rhinemaidens, 

made up in the bunny-look, float up and down in slow motion in small wire gondolas 

behind a trendy green-yellow shimmering light curtain, and play cheeky jokes on 

Alberich.”77 (Klinkenberg is presumably alluding to Playboy bunnies, which is in 

keeping with his stress on the trendy aspects of the Leipzig Rheingold.) As we will later 

see in the chapter dealing with Ruth Berghaus’s Ring cycle in Frankfurt, West German 

critics frequently use the adjective “trendy” or “pop-like” (poppig) to describe stagings 

                                                
76 “Im besten Einvernehmen mit der DDR-amtlichen Geschichtsinterpretation deutet er 
[Herz] Wagners mythische Götterweltstory als getarnte Gesellschaftskritik an der 
kapitalistischen Ordnung.” Klinkenberg, Die Wotans und die Nibelheimer Dampfkessel-
Werke. 
77 “Die Rheintöchter im Bunny-Look schweben in kleinen Drahtgondeln hinter einem 
popig [poppig] grüngelb flimmernden Lichtvorhang zeitlupenlangsam auf und ab und 
treiben kesse Scherze mit Alberich.” Klinkenberg, Die Wotans und die Nibelheimer 
Dampfkessel-Werke. 
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by East German directors. Klinkenberg’s use of the term here is consistent with later 

reviews of the Frankfurt Ring, where the term is employed to make the argument that the 

staging distracts attention from the substance and emotional impact of the plot. 

Klinkenberg also focuses on the irony and cynicism of the Herz interpretation, which is 

another common criticism that West German critics have of stagings by East Germans:   

“[There is] biting cynicism and cutting irony, even with regard to the closing 
scene. Impassioned to the point of seeming ridiculous, the gods – dressed in blue 
ceremonial gowns with papier mâché wings in the style of Ludwig II. – walk up a 
ramp to the recently finished Valhalla. […] Masses of workers stream in from the 
wings to take possession of the world that was just left by the contemptuous gods 
who walk heavenwards up the Rainbow Bridge.”78  

 
By “irony” Klinkenberg means that through exaggeration and startling juxtapositions 

(e.g., the swarming workers and the contemptuously aloof gods), Herz is able to suggest 

the opposite of the expected meaning – the excessive confidence and seriousness of the 

gods makes them seem ridiculous, and their demise appears to be inevitable. While 

Klinkenberg does not explicitly find fault with Herz in the passage above, he hints 

elsewhere that this tone of irony and cynicism is at times overdone and undermines the 

“seriousness” of the plot. A similar sort of implicit criticism occurs in Jens Wendland’s 

review of Rheingold when he emphasizes how the staging fragments the work into four 

disconnected scenes: “The Ring falls apart here […] into four pieces, which are in 

                                                
78 “Beißender Zynismus, schneidende Ironie auch über dem Schlussbild. Pathetisch bis an 
den Rand der Lächerlichkeit schreiten die Götter, in blaue Prunkmäntel mit Pappmaché-
Flügelchen nach Art Ludwig II. gehüllt, die schräge Rampe empor zur eben fertig-
gestellten Walhall. [...] Werktätige Massen strömen aus den Kulissen hervor, die Welt in 
Besitz zu nehmen, die von den schnöden Göttern soeben über die Regenbogenrampe 
himmelwärts verlassen wird.” Klinkenberg, Die Wotans und die Nibelheimer 
Dampfkessel-Werke. 
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themselves fragmentary.”79 Although Wendland does not explicitly condemn such 

fragmentation, he discusses it in close proximity to his assertion that Herz treats the Ring 

as an “aesthetic superstructure” to a “political base”; and, in doing so, Wendland seems to 

suggest that fragmentation is a feature, or the result, of the Leipzig team’s Marxist 

framework. Wendland’s reference to fragmentation is yet another criticism that we find 

in many West German reviews of stagings by East German directors, not just of the 

Leipzig Rheingold. 

 I would argue that the remarks of Klinkenberg and Wendland with regard to the 

trendiness, irony, cynicism, and fragmentation of the Leipzig Rheingold are not just a 

criticism of the Leipzig production team, they are also an attack on the GDR. The fact 

that we see many of the same comments in other West German reviews of stagings by 

East German directors (even twelve years later in the case of the Berghaus Ring cycle) 

seems to suggest that critics had a number of preconceptions when talking about these 

stagings. A review of a particular staging like the Leipzig Rheingold becomes an 

opportunity to express deeply rooted hostility toward the cultural and political practices 

of the GDR. This hostility is apparent in Klinkenberg’s review of Rheingold, where 

applause for the Leipzig team ultimately becomes a means of condemning the repressive 

measures of the East German state: “This production once again showed the new 

dimension of musical life in the GDR. Leading personnel of the entire Eastern bloc stand 

ready in reserve while simultaneously a new group of outstanding talent has developed 

within the GDR, which thanks to the strictly regulated travel policy cannot flee to the 

                                                
79 “Der Ring zerfällt hier [...] in vier Teile, die auch in sich uneinheitlich ausfallen.” 
Wendland, Ins Theater zurückgeholt. 
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West.”80 Klinkenberg attributes the overall high quality of the Herz production to the fact 

that the GDR has clamped down on travel. In other words, given the choice this new 

talent in the GDR would flee to the West. Klinkenberg portrays East Germany as a 

repressive state, and implies that West Germany is the “true” home of artistic talent and 

intellectual freedom. 

 

 

                                                
80 “Diese Aufführung zeigte wieder einmal die neue Dimension des DDR-Musiklebens. 
Führende Kräfte des gesamten Ostblocks stehen als Reservoir bereit, während 
gleichzeitig im Lande eine neue Spitzengruppe herangewachsen ist, die sich dank streng 
reglementierter Reisepolitik nicht gen Westen verflüchtigen kann.” Klinkenberg, Die 
Wotans und die Nibelheimer Dampfkessel-Werke. 
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Chapter Three                                                                                                                
The Bayreuth Centennial Ring Cycle (1976), Part One: Chéreau’s Vision of Wagner 

as a Critique of the Modern State 
 

In the first chapter, we saw that during the 1970s intellectuals in France and 

Germany distanced themselves from the revolutionary thinking of the 1968 student 

protest movement. Students and political activists who had actively participated in the 

1968 events became increasingly apathetic and skeptical about ideas of political, social, 

and educational reform. In France, Charles de Gaulle was replaced by another Gaullist, 

Georges Pompidou. When Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago was published 

in 1974, exposing the bitter realities of Soviet Russia, a group of French intellectuals 

called the New Philosophers (nouveaux philosophes) condemned Marxist thought. In 

West Germany, the parliament ratified the emergency laws of the mid-1960s, which 

allowed the government to limit constitutional rights in the case of an internal or external 

state emergency. As a result, the Socialist German Student League (Sozialistischer 

Deutscher Studentenbund, or SDS) no longer had a common cause behind which its 

members could rally. As the SDS dissolved, a number of smaller, more radical splinter 

groups formed. One such group was the Red Army Faction (Rote Armee Fraction, RAF), 

also known as the Baader-Meinhof gang, which formed in 1970 and engaged in acts of 

terrorism in order to expose what they believed to be the truly repressive nature of the 

West German state. As groups became increasingly radical and violent, intellectuals 

began to dissociate themselves from a movement that they no longer felt themselves to be 

a part of.              

This chapter and the next one look at two different visions of Wagner at the heart 

of the 1976 centennial Ring cycle in Bayreuth, and how experiences and interpretations 
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of the 1968 protest movement are reflected in this production. The year 1976 was not 

only the centenary of the Bayreuth festival and the first performance of the Ring cycle in 

its entirety, it is also marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of the festival’s postwar 

reopening in 1951. With their 1976 Ring cycle, Chéreau and his production team began a 

new chapter in the postwar history of Bayreuth staging, one that focused on Wagner as a 

political revolutionary figure. Yet, as we shall see, this revolutionary aspect was not 

presented in an entirely positive light, as demonstrated by Chéreau’s attention to 

Wagner’s anti-Semitism and its manifestation in Mime’s character.  

I argue that Chéreau was not abandoning the idea of Wagner as a radical leftist 

thinker, but that he was not afraid to bring out the destructive and self-contradictory 

facets of Wagner’s revolutionary thinking. I find that Chéreau’s depiction of the 

contradictions in Wagner’s thinking mirrored his own critical adoption of the 

revolutionary ideas of the 1968 student protest movement. For example, the 1968 

mentality can be seen in Chéreau’s anti-authoritarianism, more specifically his critique of 

existing structures of power underlying the modern state. In keeping with recent literature 

on the Bayreuth centennial Ring cycle by Udo Bermbach and Detlef Brandenburg, I 

argue that Chéreau presents Wagner in terms of the composer’s adoption of the mid-

nineteenth-century revolutionary ideas of such authors as Mikhail Bakunin, Ludwig 

Feuerbach, and Pierre Joseph Proudhon. Chéreau’s political reading was in stark contrast 

to the interpretations that came before it on the Bayreuth stage during the postwar period, 

most of which attempted to present Wagner in a politically neutral light. However, unlike 

Bermbach and Brandenburg, I show that Chéreau’s interpretation was not shared by – 

and was even contradicted by – Pierre Boulez, who dismissed the notion of Wagner as a 
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political revolutionary figure and argued that Wagner’s music subverts and ultimately 

transcends any sort of political content (whether the composer’s own ideological views or 

those imposed upon it by others). The picture emerges of two different readings at the 

heart of the Bayreuth centennial Ring cycle. What they both share in common is a critical 

view of the radical leftist ideas reflected in Wagner’s tetralogy. In this respect, both 

Chéreau and Boulez seem to mirror growing anxiety in Germany and France over the 

radical left, especially in response to the murders, bombings, and kidnappings of the 

Baader-Meinhof gang.  

… 

I will begin with a brief outline of the events of the Bayreuth festival leading up to 

the centennial Ring. When Germany surrendered in May 1945, the Festspielhaus and 

Wahnfried were taken over by the American Military Government.1 Prior to this, the 

festival and its property belonged to Winifred Wagner, widow of Siegfried Wagner; but, 

since Winifred had been a close friend of Hitler’s and an active supporter of the National 

Socialist regime, she was considered a “major Nazi offender” under Allied denazification 

laws, and the property was confiscated. The Festspielhaus and the surrounding property 

were handed over to the city of Bayreuth in November 1946; but, the city could not 

afford to maintain the buildings and a different solution was called for. Although there 

were initially plans to revive the festival under the control of an international council, the 

city of Bayreuth eventually agreed to allow the Wagner family to retain control provided 

that Winifred withdraw permanently from the festival. As Frederic Spotts explains, the 

                                                
1 My historical outline of the Bayreuth festival is based on Frederic Spotts, Bayreuth: A 
History of the Wagner Festival (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1994): 
200-307.  
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legal documents were crafted so that Winifred kept all her rights under Siegfried’s will 

while assigning the festival’s management to her sons Wieland and Wolfgang, who in 

turn would lease the Festspielhaus and Wahnfried from her.2 In spite of criticism outside 

of Bayreuth, especially in Munich, that the Wagner family was being allowed to keep 

their control over the festival, the theater and the festival’s assets were handed over to 

Wieland and Wolfgang in April 1950. 

When Wieland and Wolfgang assumed control of the Bayreuth festival in 1950, 

the festival was bankrupt and the theater was in urgent need of repair. From the very 

beginning, the brothers agreed to divide responsibilities: Wieland was in charge of the 

artistic decisions (e.g., stage directing, scenic design, finding singers and conductors), 

Wolfgang of finance and administration. The first task was to secure funding, an 

especially challenging task given the state of the West German economy at the time. 

Bavarian officials were initially unwilling to help, and the city of Bayreuth simply had no 

money to spare. Wolfgang however found generous support in the industrial circles. In 

1949, the Society of the Friends of Bayreuth was founded, which sold memberships for 

donations. Though the society helped to raise a great deal of money, there was still not 

enough to cover the projected costs of reopening the festival. It was not until the fall of 

1950 that Wolfgang achieved his target of 1,483,157 marks (about $353,000 in 1950; 

$3,486,000 in 2014), a sum that came from the (by now supportive) Bavarian 

government, the city of Bayreuth, private donors from the West German industry, radio 

licensing fees, and anticipated ticket sales. Now that funding was no longer an issue, at 

                                                
2 Spotts, Bayreuth, 204. 
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least for the time being, the Wagner brothers announced that the festival would reopen in 

1951.   

The reopening of the Bayreuth festival in 1951 was perhaps the most anticipated 

cultural event of postwar West Germany. A performance of Beethoven’s Ninth 

Symphony conducted by Wilhelm Furtwängler was followed by new productions of 

Parsifal, the complete Ring cycle, and Meistersinger – the first two of which were 

directed by Wieland Wagner. Rudolf Hartmann, Wieland’s friend and head of the 

Munich Opera, directed Meistersinger. Along with Wieland’s new production of Tristan 

in 1952, the 1951 productions of Parsifal and the Ring introduced a number of techniques 

that came to be associated with the style of New Bayreuth: a Scheibe, or “disc,” on which 

the drama takes place; the refined use of light and color in place of solid sets; simple 

costumes that refrain from suggesting a specific time or place (in general the setting takes 

place in an indeterminate place and time); and, the characters are transformed into 

symbols of abstract ideas. Wieland was trying to please two different groups of people in 

the audience. On the one hand, there were the members of the Society of the Friends of 

Bayreuth, many of whom were conservative, had been members of the Nazi party, and 

wanted to see traditional productions. On the other hand, there was a younger generation 

that was experiencing Wagner for the first time, who wished to see intelligent 

productions that would make Wagner meaningful in the present. Wieland managed to 

avoid an open confrontation between these two groups by maintaining silence about the 

recent past and by keeping away from the political aspects of Wagner’s life and works. 

At the festival’s reopening in 1951, Wieland and Wolfgang displayed a poster with the 

following words: “In the interest of the smooth conduct of the festival, we kindly ask that 
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discussions and debates of a political nature should be avoided. Art is what matters 

here!”3     

Wieland Wagner’s productions initially received some harsh criticism, especially 

his 1956 Meistersinger, in which he removed all traces of sixteenth-century Nuremberg. 

More than one critic derided the 1956 production as the “Mastersingers without 

Nuremberg,” and many reviewers were offended that Wieland should “violate” this 

“most German of works.” Be that as it may, the overall critical reaction to Wieland’s 

productions was positive; and, over time and as Wieland perfected his technique, the 

response became more and more enthusiastic. Thus, Wieland’s death on 17 October 1966 

came as a great shock to the musical world, which had come to associate Bayreuth’s 

postwar success with his productions. Like fifteen years earlier, the festival’s future 

existence seemed uncertain. 

Though Wolfgang Wagner’s skills as an administrator were respected, the same 

was not true of his artistic projects. Prior to Wieland’s death, Wolfgang had directed 

several productions at Bayreuth, and the response was overwhelmingly negative. 

Wolfgang’s 1953 Lohengrin combined aspects of the New Bayreuth style with prewar 

traditions and old-fashioned naturalism. Not only were the critics confused by and 

dismissive of Wolfgang’s hybrid style, they attacked the carelessness of his stage 

directing. This was especially the case with Wolfgang’s 1960 Ring, for instance when 

both the Rhine maidens and gold appeared effortlessly within Alberich’s reach and when 

                                                
3 “Im Interesse einer reibungslosen Durchführung der Festspiele bitten wir von 
Gesprächen und Debatten politischer Art auf dem Festspielhügel freundlichst absehen zu 
wollen. Hier gilt’s der Kunst!” Quoted in Detlef Brandenburg, “Wahn und Welt. 
Politische Aspekte der Rezeption von Wagners Ring des Nibelungen in der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland nach 1945,” Wagnerspectrum 2, no. 1 (2006): 15. 
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the rainbow bridge led not toward but away from Valhalla. Even the Bayreuth festival’s 

inner circle was displeased. Joachim Bergfeld, head of the Richard-Wagner-Gedenkstätte, 

the Wagner archive in Bayreuth, wrote to the head of the Society of the Friends of 

Bayreuth expressing his fear that Wolfgang was singlehandedly destroying the festival. 

Wolfgang however seemed to be unaffected by the criticism, and argued that the initial 

response to Wieland’s productions had also been critical.   

After Wieland’s death in 1966, Wolfgang Wagner became sole director of the 

Bayreuth festival. The relationship between the Wagner brothers had become 

increasingly hostile in the years leading up to Wieland’s death; and, when Wolfgang took 

charge in 1966, he promptly asked Wieland’s widow Getrud and her family to leave the 

festival and Wahnfried. Wolfgang confronted Getrud with a legal document that he and 

Wieland had signed in April 1962 stating that, in the case of one of their deaths, the 

remaining brother would become sole head of the festival. With the Bayreuth festival 

under his sole leadership now, Wolfgang had to prove himself to the audience, the critics, 

and the institution’s inner circle. Thus, Wolfgang’s 1967 Lohengrin became something of 

a test, along with his Meistersinger in the following year. The 1968 Meistersinger 

restored the setting of sixteenth-century Nuremberg that Wieland had removed; and, in 

doing so, Wolfgang pleased a great number of people. Wolfgang’s directing now 

received praise, and it was considered an especially nice touch that he had Beckmesser 

remain on the stage at the end to join in the joyous singing. In 1970, Wolfgang restaged 

the Ring that he had done ten years earlier, again using the Scheibe that breaks apart and 

then comes back together over the course of the cycle. Unlike the earlier production, 

which interpreted Wotan as a tragic hero, the new one focused on the shortcomings and 
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fallibility of the characters. Although the critics judged the 1970 Ring to be an 

improvement over the 1960 one, it was nevertheless thought to be dull and uninspired in 

terms of its intellectual content, especially in comparison with Wieland’s 1965 Ring. 

Wolfgang’s 1970 Ring appeared each year at the festival until 1975, and it was the 

production that the audience would have had in mind as a comparison when it saw 

Patrice Chéreau’s centennial Ring for the first time in 1976.        

 Doubts remained regarding Wolfgang’s artistic competence, even if ticket sales 

were high and audiences enjoyed his productions. There was consensus between the 

festival’s inner circle – in particular the Society of the Friends of Bayreuth – and critics 

that Bayreuth was stagnating and was no longer considered to be the best place to hear 

and see Wagner’s dramas. Leading singers and conductors were no longer interested in 

coming to Bayreuth, though this was not so much a problem given that the festival had 

had to rely on talented, but unproven singers in the past. Whether responding directly to 

these criticisms or experimenting with something new and different, Wolfgang began to 

invite outside directors to work at the festival. Wolfgang and Wieland had already done 

so in 1951 with Rudolf Hartmann, but this occurred only once before 1966. After 1966, 

the appearance of outside directors became commonplace; and, Wolfgang often chose 

directors who would provide innovative and controversial stagings that would 

counterbalance his own more conventional and conservative readings. The earliest 

example was August Everding’s Holländer in 1969, though this production did not bring 

the excitement for which Wolfgang had hoped. After reevaluating the situation, 

Wolfgang came to the conclusion that he should feature directors who did not normally 

stage Wagner. For the 1972 Tannhäuser, Wolfgang took a risk and invited the East 
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German director Götz Friedrich, who had never staged a work by Wagner before. 

Wolfgang’s choice of an East German director could not have been more controversial, 

especially given the conservative nature of the Friends of Bayreuth. Friedrich’s 1972 

Tannhäuser interpreted the work as a parable about an artist who seeks to communicate 

and engage with the society in which he lives in spite of the existence of ideological 

coercion and oppression. This was the first time in the history of postwar Bayreuth that a 

director explicitly drew attention to the political themes in Wagner’s works and to the 

inescapable connection between art and politics in general. As was to be expected, 

Friedrich’s staging resulted in a storm of critical attention, and Wolfgang even received a 

number of death threats. Wolfgang was at least successful in terms of drawing the 

spotlight back to Bayreuth again, and once again a Bayreuth staging became the subject 

of broader cultural debates. Like Wieland, Wolfgang had managed to turn the festival 

into a site for living theater, i.e. a site for engaging issues that make Wagner meaningful 

in the present. 

After the scandal of Friedrich’s 1972 Tannhäuser, Wolfgang invited August 

Everding back to direct the 1974 Tristan. Everding and his scenic designer Josef Svoboda 

stripped the stage down to a few basic props and relied on light and color to convey the 

psychological state of the characters. The 1974 Tristan brought back features of 

Wieland’s productions, and was praised for its visual beauty and potent use of gesture. 

After the brief interlude from controversy, Wolfgang returned to the politicized style of 

staging initiated by Götz Friedrich in 1972. This time it was the centennial Ring cycle, for 

which he hired both Pierre Boulez and Patrice Chéreau. Although I will defer further 

discussion of this collaboration until the individual sections on Boulez and Chéreau, I 
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would like to stress that Chéreau’s reading was in keeping with the type of reading 

started by Friedrich in 1972. Like Friedrich, Chéreau highlighted the political themes in 

Wagner’s works and drew attention to the interplay of cultural and political expression.  

… 

In order to understand how shocking and unusual Chéreau’s reading of Wagner 

was for Bayreuth at the time (even if Friedrich did many of the same things four years 

earlier), it is insightful to look at the intellectual trends at the festival up until this point, 

in particular the literature on Wagner found in the festival’s program books.         

Udo Bermbach writes that after the festival’s reopening in 1951, the scholarship 

there exhibited a strong tendency for over two decades to focus on the “apolitical” and 

“ideology-free” aspects of Wagner’s work.4 As exemplified by Otto Strobel’s essays 

included in the festival program notes beginning in 1951, emphasis was given to issues of 

chronology and to formal features of the text and music. Many of the authors who 

contributed to the program notes in the early postwar years had been members of the 

Nazi party and had actively sought to bring the festival closer to the regime.5 In the 

postwar period, these authors wanted to keep silent about and distance themselves from 

the recent past. This attitude toward the past was common at the time; and, at least in this 

respect, Bayreuth was a microcosm of West Germany at large. 

                                                
4 Udo Bermbach, Richard Wagner in Deutschland: Rezeption – Verfälschungen 
(Stuttgart/Weimar: Verlag J.B. Metzler, 2011): 399ff. See especially Bermbach’s chapter 
entitled “Stationen der Ring-Deutungen seit 1876: Nationale Selbstauslegungen im 
Spiegel des Musiktheaters.” 
5 Frederic Spotts includes the following list of authors from the postwar period who “had 
been devout, believing and practicing National Socialists, who had been joyous Nazifiers 
of Bayreuth”: Paul Bülow, Hans Grunsky, Zdenko von Kraft, Hans Reissinger, Otto 
Strobel, Oskar von Pander, and Curt von Westernhagen. Spotts, Bayreuth, 265.  
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The preoccupation amongst Bayreuth scholars with documenting chronological 

and music-textual facts was increasingly complemented by writings that interpreted 

Wagner’s works in terms of ancient Greek tragedy and myth, though without attending to 

the social and political aspects of these. The mythological turn was evident in Wieland 

Wagner’s decision to invite the eminent philologist Wolfgang Schadewaldt to Bayreuth, 

who in turn wrote texts declaring Wagner to be the champion and modernizer of Greek 

tragedy. In doing so, Schadewaldt and the inner circle of New Bayreuth aspired to present 

Wagner as belonging to an older and more universal Western tradition removed from 

German nationalism and the Nazi past. By focusing on ancient myth, the authors could 

also avoid talking about the present and the recent past.  

No matter how innovative Wieland Wagner’s stagings were, the intellectual 

climate in Bayreuth was stifling, leaving little room for fresh conceptual ideas or new 

directions in the literature on Wagner’s life and works. Though Wolfgang’s turn to 

outside directors helped prepare the way for intellectual change, it was above all 

productions taking place outside of Bayreuth that set this change in motion. In particular, 

two new West German productions of the Ring in 1970 – one by Hans Neugebauer in 

Kiel, the other by Ulrich Melchinger in Kassel – were responsible for what Bermbach 

describes as the “repoliticization of Wagner interpretation.” This mode of interpretation 

focused on the political themes in Wagner’s works and on Wagner’s revolutionary 

activities in Dresden around 1848; and, it also approached Wagner’s works as a means of 

making sense of current social-political realities in West Germany.   

The reading of the Ring in terms of Wagner’s active participation in the Dresden 

uprising was by no means new (George Bernard Shaw’s The Perfect Wagnerite had done 



      

 141 

so already in 1898), but such a reading became increasingly relevant in the context of the 

cultural-political events during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Suddenly Wagner’s 

negative depiction of the gods could be seen to mirror the student protest movement’s 

anti-authoritarianism. Theodor Adorno and Hans Mayer, both of whom contributed to the 

festival’s program notes, led the way to such an interpretation at Bayreuth and elsewhere. 

Although Adorno wrote In Search of Wagner (“Versuch über Wagner”) in 1937 and 

1938, the book opened the door in the postwar period to discussions about the political 

aspects of Wagner’s works, in particular how these works were rooted in mid-nineteenth-

century revolutionary ideas. It was however Hans Mayer – a literary and music critic who 

had fled the GDR in 1963 – who was chiefly responsible for propagating the image of a 

“leftist Wagner,” an image that gained momentum during the 1960s and 1970s. As early 

as 1965, Mayer wrote an essay on the Ring cycle for the Bayreuth program notes in 

which he interprets the tetralogy in terms of Wagner’s revolutionary writings between 

1848 and 1851; and, Mayer focuses especially on the influences of Mikhail Bakunin’s 

anarchism and Ludwig Feuerbach’s critique of ideology. Although highly unusual for 

Bayreuth at the time, this reading already seems to anticipate many aspects of the 

Chéreau centennial Ring.    

… 

 Since I provide an in-depth account of Chéreau’s background and the genesis of 

the centennial Ring in the next section, I will limit myself to several points here. Chéreau 

was not Wolfgang Wagner’s first choice for director. Wolfgang’s initial choice was 

Ingmar Bergman, who – though primarily known as a film director – had already directed 

several operas, including a production of The Rake’s Progress at the Stockholm Royal 
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Opera in 1961 that Stravinsky considered the opera’s perfect realization. After Bergman 

turned down the offer, Wolfgang invited Peter Brook, a prominent English theater 

director who had also produced a number of controversial opera stagings at Covent 

Garden between 1948 and 1950. (Peter Brook’s 1949 Salome, which featured the décor 

of Salvador Dali, had been abandoned after only six performances, earning him the 

reputation of an enfant terrible in the opera world.) Brook also declined Wolfgang’s 

offer, and the latter now approached Peter Stein, who had never staged an opera before 

but who was one of the most widely discussed theater directors in West Germany. Stein 

was the cofounder and artistic director of the Schaubühne Company in Berlin, and he was 

known for creating controversy wherever he went. (The Munich Kammerspiele banned 

his 1968 production of Peter Weiss’s Vietnam-Discourse, a condemnation of U.S. policy; 

and, in Berlin, the senate repeatedly threatened to cut off subsidy.) Stein accepted the 

centennial project but then gave it up at a late stage in September 1974 when Wolfgang 

refused to let him tamper with the acoustics of the orchestra pit. (Stein later staged 

Rheingold at the Paris Opéra in 1976, but the cycle was not completed.) At this point 

Boulez suggested Chéreau, whose theatrical work he had never seen but who had been 

recommended by his sister Jeanne.  

When Wolfgang invited Chéreau to Bayreuth, Chéreau had staged only two 

operas before, and did not have any experience with Wagner. Like Brook and Stein, 

Chéreau was a theater director with a reputation for being innovative; but, unlike the 

other two, Chéreau’s reputation was at the time not yet international and was limited to 

France. Wolfgang Wagner was taking an enormous chance, especially given the fact that 

it was the centennial Ring. Yet, Chéreau fit the profile of Wolfgang’s other choices: he 
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was first and foremost a theater director, had no experience with Wagner, was known to 

produce innovative and controversial stagings, and was not German (like Bergman and 

Brook). Thus, Wolfgang was looking to continue along the same path that he had begun 

with Friedrich’s 1972 Tannhäuser, not only choosing a director that had never staged 

Wagner before but that would approach his works as a stage director. In doing so, 

Chéreau was likely to bring a radically different production style to Bayreuth. Finally, 

though not as controversial as inviting an East German, Wolfgang’s selection of a French 

director was sure to ruffle many feathers.  

By picking a French director for the centennial Ring, Wolfgang also exhibited a 

degree of continuity with the thinking of early postwar Bayreuth. If Wagner’s works 

belonged to a broader Western tradition removed from German nationalism, it seemed 

only natural to have a French director produce them. Yet, Wolfgang differed from the 

thinking of early postwar Bayreuth in a crucial respect – he was open to, and most likely 

even encouraged – a reading that explored the political themes in Wagner’s works. 

Wolfgang’s willingness to accept and encourage such a reading was apparent in the fact 

that he invited Friedrich for the 1972 Tannhäuser and then Stein for the 1976 Ring, 

though the latter collaboration was not realized. Wolfgang even brought back Friedrich to 

stage the 1979 Lohengrin.      

… 

Like Bermbach, I argue in the current chapter that the Chéreau centennial Ring in 

Bayreuth was an outstanding example of the tendency in the 1970s and 1980s to interpret 

the tetralogy in terms of the rediscovery of Wagner as a political-revolutionary figure. 

Although Götz Friedrich’s Tannhäuser came four years earlier, the Chéreau 1976 Ring 
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was the breakthrough for this type of reading on the Bayreuth stage, thereby marking the 

beginning of a new chapter in the festival’s history. However, unlike Bermbach, I will 

focus on the two very different visions at the heart of this centenary Ring. While Chéreau 

interprets the tetralogy as an expression of radical-leftist ideals and a critique of power 

structures, Boulez dismisses the political aspects of Wagner’s life and works entirely, 

focusing instead on the progressive qualities of the composer’s music. Boulez believes 

that Wagner is revolutionary only in terms of his art, and that the radical nature of his 

music ultimately subverts any sort of political or ideological content that Wagner may 

have intended.   

 

The Ring Cycle as a Critique of the Power Structures Underlying the Modern State 

 In the present section we will discuss Chéreau’s vision of Wagner as a political 

revolutionary thinker who provided a critique of existing structures of power and 

authority during the mid-nineteenth century. I argue that Chéreau’s vision of Wagner 

reflects his own experiences and interpretation of the 1968 student protest movement. 

Though Chéreau continued to exhibit characteristics of the 1968 movement – in 

particular his distrust of and aversion to authority – he became increasingly skeptical of 

the idea that revolutionary thought and action might lead to a positive outcome. In this 

respect, Chéreau’s thinking mirrored that of other intellectuals in France and Germany 

who had participated in the 1968 events, but who during the 1970s distanced themselves 

from the movement. I do not argue that Chéreau disavows his past but rather that he feels 

the need to critically reevaluate it. In terms of the Bayreuth centennial Ring cycle, this 

critical reevaluation of the 1968 movement results in a for the most part positive view of 
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Wagner’s political revolutionary thinking. Chéreau however draws attention to Wagner’s 

anti-Semitism and to the fatal flaws of Siegfried’s character. Thus, Wagner’s work 

becomes a sort of reflection on and parable of the complex and often contradictory nature 

of revolutionary thought and action in general. 

 Chéreau was born in 1944 in Lézigné (western France) to parents who were both 

visual artists (his father was a painter, his mother a fabric designer.)6 He developed an 

interest in theater at an early age, and his first experiences as an actor and director were at 

the Lycée Louis Le Grand in Paris. While a student at the Sorbonne, he continued to 

work as a director for the lycée’s theater; and, in 1964, his production of Victor Hugo’s 

L’Intervention was so successful that he decided to leave the university and start his own 

theater company.7 His first professional production was of Eugène Labiche’s L’Affaire de 

la rue de Lourcine at a theater in Gennevilliers, a suburb of Paris, in 1966. This 

production did not draw much critical attention; and, it wasn’t until two months later, 

when the production was restaged in Paris at the Théâtre des Trois Baudets, that theater 

critics first “discovered” Chéreau and enthusiastically praised his work. 

 After the success of the Labiche production, the municipality of Sartrouville 

offered Chéreau a position as the artistic and managing director of its local theater, which 

                                                
6 Biographical information on Chéreau is from the following four sources. Maria 
Shevtsova, “Patrice Chéreau,” in Fifty Key Theatre Directors, ed. Shomit Mitter and 
Maria Shevtsova (London: Routledge, 2005): 195-200. David Fancy, “Patrice Chéreau: 
Staging the European Crisis,” in Contemporary European Theatre Directors, ed. Maria 
M. Delgado and Dan Rebellato (London: Routledge, 2010): 49-68. Raymonde Temkine 
and Philippa Wehle, “An Introduction,” Performing Arts Journal 2, no. 1 (1977): 67-78. 
Colette Godard, “Patrice Chereau: Poets Invent the Future,” trans. Michael Nee, The 
Drama Review: TDR 21, no. 2 (1977): 25-44. 
7 For a list of Chéreau’s stagings and their dates, see David Bradby, “Bernard-Marie 
Koltès: Chronology, Contexts, Connections,” New Theatre Quarterly 13, no. 49 (1997): 
75.  
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he in turn accepted. Between 1966 and 1969, the years of Chéreau’s tenure at the Théâtre 

de Sartrouville, he made a name for himself in the theatrical world with his unusual, 

provocative stagings of classics. In 1967, Chéreau provided a highly political reading of 

Jacob Lenz’s Les Soldats, one that emphasized the conflict between a decadent nobility 

and the lower classes. Chéreau’s 1969 production of Molière’s Dom Juan, first staged in 

Lyon but then taken to Sartrouville, interpreted Don Juan as what Raymonde Temkine 

refers to as a “left-wing intellectual” and “traitor to his class”; and, the peasants are by no 

means idealized but instead appear just as depraved as the aristocrats.8 Even more 

shocking to the audience and critics was how Chéreau edited and eliminated large parts 

of Molière’s text. Moreover, Chéreau criticized Molière for siding with the ruling class 

and for writing dialogue that “conceals the feelings of the characters, their exact 

relationships, their true thoughts.”9 Given Molière’s privileged place within the French 

theatrical tradition and his status as a national treasure, the audience’s outrage was hardly 

unexpected. In keeping with the irreverence and iconoclasm demonstrated by student 

protesters the year before, Chéreau’s textual intervention and critical reading of Molière 

signified a type of attack on the theatrical establishment from within.  

 Before turning to the May 1968 events and their effect on Chéreau’s work, we 

must first understand Sartrouville’s place in the broader theatrical landscape of France 

during the 1960s. A working-class suburb of Paris, Sartrouville was predominantly 

communist at the time, and most of its inhabitants did not frequently attend the theater. 

At least in his first season there, Chéreau initiated a number of activities that were 

designed to involve the public directly in the creation process at the theater. In addition to 

                                                
8 Temkine and Wehle, Introduction, 71f. 
9 Chéreau is quoted in Godard, Poets Invent the Future, 29. 
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conferences, expositions, and pedagogical opportunities, Chéreau made contacts with and 

set up collaborative workshops at local schools and factories. In doing so, Chéreau was 

part of a broader trend of théâtre populaire, the attempt to treat theater as a public service 

accessible to people of all classes.10 Jean Vilar, one of the key reformers of French 

theater after 1945, believed that theater should be used as a means to educate and bring 

culture to a larger audience, not just the privileged. He stressed that theater was a 

communal experience, and thought that it could bring the audience in contact with 

broader moral and philosophical issues common to all people regardless of their class or 

political orientation. Vilar put these ideas into practice with his creation of the Avignon 

Theater Festival in 1949 and by producing quality, inexpensive performances at the 

Théâtre National Populaire (TNP) when he became its artistic and managing director in 

1951. Though Vilar was a Leftist and was not afraid to criticize Charles de Gaulle, his 

vision of theater was absolutely central to the movement of decentralization advocated by 

de Gaulle’s first Minister of Culture, André Malraux. Malraux spoke of “the end of 

Paris’s privileged status and the development in the provinces of centers of artistic 

creativity”; and, in order to accomplish this decentralization, he set up a network of 

multidisciplinary regional art centers called Maisons de la Culture and extended the 

number of regional theaters that received special state subsidy as Centres Dramatiques 

Nationaux (CDNs, National Drama Centers).11 

                                                
10 Background information on French theater after 1945 is from David Brady, Modern 
French Drama, 1940-1990 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991). A much 
shorter outline of this period of theater history appears in David Bradby and Annie 
Sparks, “The French Theatrical Tradition,” in Mise en scène: French Theatre Now 
(London: Methuen Drama, 1997): 3-36.  
11 Malraux is quoted in Bradby and Sparks, French Theatrical Tradition, 16. 
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 Though the theater in Sartrouville was not a CDN at the time (it later became one 

in 2001), Chéreau nonetheless adhered to many of the same principles as the CDNs. 

David Bradby states that Chéreau’s conception of people’s theater was similar to that of 

Roger Planchon, the director of the Théâtre de la Cité at Villeurbanne, who would later 

invite Chéreau to become co-director of the new TNP in 1972.12 That is, Chéreau 

believed that while the director should engage with and make his work accessible to a 

large part of the population, he should not compromise his artistic vision in the process. 

According to Colette Godard, this theatrical approach proved to be a contradiction at 

Sartrouville, and Chéreau ended up alienating his audiences and keeping the public 

away.13 By the time Chéreau left Sartrouville in 1969, he had accumulated an enormous 

amount of debt at the theater and was forced to declare bankruptcy.  

… 

Theater played a crucial role in the May 1968 events. As Kate Bredeson states, it 

not only reflected these events in street processions and agit-prop performances, theater 

also served as “a force of influence and change – theater in factories, troupes that 

uprooted traditional organizational structures, theater as active protest.”14 Emmanuelle 

Loyer identifies three different moments when the theater became an active site for the 

May 1968 events: the occupation of the Odéon theater (then the prestigious Théâtre de 

France) in Paris, which started on May 15 and lasted a month and which paralleled the 

                                                
12 Bradby, Modern French Drama, 128. 
13 Godard, Poets Invent the Future, 28. 
14 Kate Bredeson, “L’Entrée Libre à L’Ex-théâtre de France: The Occupation of the 
Odéon and the Revolutionary Culture of the French Stage,” in May 68: Rethinking 
France’s Last Revolution, ed. Julian Jackson and James S. Williams (Houndmills: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2011): 301. See also Kate Bredeson, “‘Toute ressemblance est 
voulue’: Theatre and Performance of May ‘68,” Modern and Contemporary France 16, 
no. 2 (2008): 161-179. 
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occupation of the Sorbonne; a conference in Villeurbanne between May 21 and June 14 

that brought together leading figures from within the French theater community to 

discuss the future of théâtre populaire; and, the series of demonstrations that took place 

at the Avignon Festival during the month of July.15 

Of the three moments described by Loyer, Chéreau participated directly in only 

one of them, the Villeurbanne conference, yet the other two also had a significant effect 

on his work and the shape of his career. Chéreau was twenty-four years old when the 

May 1968 events occurred. Though he had dropped out of the Sorbonne four years before 

this, his network of friends and colleagues no doubt included students who were enrolled 

at the Sorbonne when it was occupied on May 3 and who were present on the night of 

May 10-11 when police violently clashed with demonstrators in the Latin Quarter. 

Chéreau most likely watched with mixed feelings of fear and excitement when the Odéon 

theater was occupied on May 15. After all, Sartrouville was only about ten miles from the 

heart of Paris, and student protesters initially intended to occupy a number of theaters.16 

During the month that the Odéon theater was occupied, Roger Planchon invited 

some forty theater directors to Villeurbanne so that they could discuss their dismay with 

Malraux’s cultural policy and what they believed to be the crisis of théâtre populaire. 

The directors came mainly from the Maisons de la Culture, the CDNs, and other national 

theaters. In spite of Malraux’s support of the decentralization movement, the thinking 

underlying the people’s theater had always been primarily Leftist in nature, focusing on 

                                                
15 Emmanuelle Loyer, “The Politics of Theatre and the Theatre of Politics: From Paris to 
Avignon via Villeurbanne, May-July 1968,” in May 68: Rethinking France’s Last 
Revolution, ed. Julian Jackson and James S. Williams (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011): 317. 
16 Bredeson, L’Entrée Libre à L’Ex-théâtre de France, 310. 
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the education and rights of the working class and those commonly excluded from 

institutions of high culture.17 Thus, when strikes erupted across France in May 1968, 

many regional theaters supported the workers’ cause and opened their doors to meetings 

and debates. However, in the panic surrounding the May 1968 events, the government 

fired any director who permitted – or did not prevent – such meetings from taking place 

within a state theater. In addition to expressing their anger over the government’s actions, 

the theater directors who assembled at Villeurbanne discussed how the Gaullist state 

subsidies had led them to betray the people. Instead of engaging with the public, the state 

theaters had imposed existing cultural values and further contributed to social division. 

During the course of the Villeurbanne conference, the directors drafted and signed a 

declaration (La Déclaration de Villeurbanne) that spoke of the need to address that part 

of the population that had up until then shown little interest in theater. The declaration 

also called for a different conception of culture, one that entailed the theater taking a 

more active role in shaping the community. Yet, as Emmanuelle Loyer points out, there 

were two conflicting sides at the conference: on the one hand, those who thought 

people’s theater should focus on experimentation and new aesthetic forms (Roger 

Planchon); on the other, those who stressed accessibility and drawing a larger audience 

(Francis Jeanson).18 

The conflicting opinions at the Villeurbanne conference are also evident in 

Chéreau’s conception of theater at this time. Chéreau was among those who signed the 

declaration, yet a year later he expressed a completely different view of people’s theater. 

Recall Chéreau’s experiences at Sartrouville, in particular his attempt to include the 

                                                
17 Bradby and Sparks, French Theatrical Tradition, 18. 
18 Loyer, The Politics of Theatre, 319. 
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public in the creation process at the theater while at the same time producing 

experimental, uncompromising productions. In June 1969, Chéreau decided that he 

would not renew his contract with the Sartrouville theater. He came to the conclusion that 

“popular theater simply does not exist.”19 According to Chéreau, the working class and 

high culture are not compatible, and theater is by nature an institution of the latter.20 

People working in theater are deluding themselves if they think that they can overcome 

social injustices. First and foremost, the theater director should be concerned with matters 

of theater. Shortly before leaving Sartrouville, Chéreau spelled out these ideas and his 

rejection of people’s theater and cultural democratization in an article entitled “An 

exemplary death” (“Une mort exemplaire”).21 However, in spite of his experiences and 

dismissal of théâtre populaire at this time, he would later become one of its greatest 

practitioners when he became co-director at the newly reopened Théâtre National 

Populaire in Villeurbanne in 1972. 

  While the Villeurbanne declaration was an attack on the existing form of people’s 

theater from within the establishment, the protests that occurred at the Avignon festival in 

July and August did so from the outside, both literally and figuratively. Jean Vilar, the 

leading figure of théâtre populaire during the postwar, had created the summer Avignon 

festival in 1947 in an attempt to bring together a large group of people from a wide range 

of social classes in order to celebrate great stagings of the classics after the dark years of 

Nazi occupation. A visionary and a brilliant thinker, Vilar had nevertheless gradually 

                                                
19 Chéreau is quoted in Temkine and Wehle, Introduction, 73. 
20 Chéreau’s critique of people’s theater is discussed in Temkine and Wehle, 
Introduction, 73. 
21 Patrice Chéreau, “Une mort exemplaire,” Partisans 47 (1969): 64-68. Chéreau’s article 
is briefly considered in Loyer, The Politics of Theatre, 323. 
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allowed the Avignon festival and the Théâtre National Populaire to become part of 

Malraux’s cultural policy. The younger generation of student protesters looked upon the 

Avignon festival as a “soft” Festival of the Left, a sort of display window for the Gaullist 

regime.22 Similarly, Vilar was seen as a paternal figure with a great deal of authority, 

which made him suspect in the eyes of the younger generation. Though Vilar had been 

warned about possible demonstrations at the 1968 festival, he nonetheless remained firm 

in his decision to keep the festival running. That year, Vilar invited the Living Theatre, an 

experimental American theater group, in order to showcase young talent. Be that as it 

may, protests erupted on July 18 after local authorities banned Gérard Gelas’ play La 

Paillasse aux seins nus. Though not officially part of the festival, the play was scheduled 

to appear at the same time in a venue across the river from the downtown area.23 A 

second series of protests began at the Living Theatre’s performance of Paradise Now, 

when members of the audience stormed the stage.  

As David Bradby and Annie Sparks explain, the protests at the Avignon festival 

in 1968 signaled the beginning of a new “more openly divisive theater.”24 While Vilar 

and the directors of people’s theater had addressed the working class, their productions 

for the most part did not explicitly thematize current events, nor did they encourage 

revolutionary activity. After 1968, “collaboratively devised theater” (la création 

                                                
22 James S. Williams, “Performing the Revolution,” in May 68: Rethinking France’s Last 
Revolution, ed. Julian Jackson and James S. Williams (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011): 293. 
23 Kate Bredeson, “In the Jungle of Cities: May ’68 Arrives in Avignon,” Theatre 
Symposium: A Journal of the Southeastern Theatre Conference 14 (2006): 78. 
24 Bradby and Sparks, French Theatrical Tradition, 15. 
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collective) became increasingly popular as a method for creating new productions.25 

Companies like Théâtre du Soleil and Théâtre de l’Aquarium set out to share all aspects 

of production and management equally, though the directors often retained a great deal of 

control. Some common features of these productions were improvisation, de-emphasis or 

absence of a text with an author, documentary materials, commentary on current events, 

and new experimental theatrical spaces. Artists like Armand Gatti stressed political 

intervention and initiated collaborative projects in factories and prisons. Compared with 

these companies, Chéreau’s productions were more traditional (e.g., he staged works that 

had an author) and less politically engaged. Chéreau was nevertheless supportive of 

collective theater, as demonstrated by his co-production at Sartrouville of Gorki’s Les 

Petits-Bourgeois with Ariane Mnouchkine and the Théâtre du Soleil. Productions of 

collective theater also appeared at the Théâtre National Populaire Villeurbanne after 

Chéreau became its co-director in 1972. 

In summary, there are at least six different manifestations of the May 1968 events 

in Chéreau’s work. While not all of these aspects can be directly attributed to the 1968 

student movement, they all exhibit at least some feature of the movement. During his 

years at Sartrouville and after, Chéreau provided iconoclastic and provocative stagings of 

classics. While not as radical as many of the collective theater productions, Chéreau 

attacked the theatrical establishment from within, deliberately shocking and thwarting the 

audience’s expectations. Chéreau also signed the Villeurbanne declaration, thereby 

expressing his discontent with existing forms of people’s theater. At this point in time, 

many directors – Chéreau included – associated théâtre populaire with Malraux and the 

                                                
25 David Bradby translates “la création collective” as “collaboratively devised theater” 
(also “devised theater” and “collective devising”). 
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Gaullist regime. In the years that followed, Chéreau even distanced himself from those 

aspects of his theatrical style that pointed to people’s theater during the 1960s. The works 

and theory of Bertolt Brecht exerted an enormous influence on French theater throughout 

the 1960s, especially in the productions of Jean Vilar and Roger Planchon; however, the 

political message of Brecht’s plays was often toned down or removed altogether.26 After 

Sartrouville, Chéreau’s earlier enthusiasm for Brechtian theater and his frequent use of 

alienation effects (self-conscious theatricality, visible manipulation of the sets, bright 

lights) gave way to darker, much more monumental stagings.27 Yet Chéreau went back to 

using many of these Brechtian effects in the Bayreuth centennial Ring: Loge pulls the 

curtains closed at the end of Rheingold, Fafner appears as a dragon on wheels, and stage 

hands maneuver the props and sets in plain sight.28  

Even during his tenure at the Sartrouville theater, Chéreau’s work already 

manifested features of the 1968 movement. There was the co-production with 

Mnouchkine and the Théâtre du Soleil. Also, during the 1968-1969 season, Chéreau 

staged Le Prix de la revolte au marche noir, his adaptation of a work by the Greek 

playwright Dimitri Dimitriadis. Written between 1965 and 1967, the play commented on 

actual events in Greece leading up to the military coup in 1967; and, it depicted worker 

demonstrations and riots. Amid the violence and chaos, students gather to stage a play by 

Shakespeare. Chéreau selected the play as a means to discuss the May 1968 events and 

present an open-ended debate on the relationship between theater and revolutionary 

                                                
26 Bradby, Modern French Drama, 128.  
27 Fancy, Staging the European Crisis, 51. 
28 For more examples of alienation effects and for a reading that focuses on Chéreau’s 
Brechtian aspects, see Deborah King, “Operatic Appropriations: Transformations of 
Stage Direction of Opera in the Twentieth Century” (dissertation, Stanford University, 
1993), 119-130. 
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activity. The production also provided Chéreau with an opportunity to explore techniques 

associated with collective theater: improvisation, commentary on current events, and the 

incorporation of elements from burlesque and musical comedy. According to Colette 

Godard, Chéreau depicts neither the students nor their theater in a favorable light; yet, the 

production demonstrates the direct effect that the 1968 events had on the material and 

style of his work.29 

A final connection between Chéreau and the theater of the May 1968 period is 

that both frequently draw on the same set of themes. In the Bayreuth centennial Ring, 

Chéreau gives a harsh critique of the structures of power underlying the modern state, 

which was a dominant theme of collective theater in the post-1968 years.30 For example, 

in 1972, Théâtre de l’Aquarium produced a show entitled Marchands de ville, which 

drew attention to the corruption of government policies on housing and property 

development. A theme that is less obvious in the Chéreau Ring but that is especially 

common in theater after 1968 is the relationship between power and the use of images. 

Theater directors were very much influenced by the Situationist movement, which 

attacked how the state manipulates imagery in order to control its citizens.31 In Chéreau’s 

Rheingold, the architecture of Valhalla is monumental and neo-classical, suggesting that 

the gods’ rule is timeless, absolute, and without temporal and spatial boundaries. Valhalla 

is so large that it defies representation. Whether or not Chéreau was directly influenced 

by the Situationist movement, he was keenly aware of how images may be used to evoke 

power. Moreover, like other theater directors after 1968, Chéreau’s attention to the 

                                                
29 Godard, Poets Invent the Future, 28f. 
30 Bradby and Sparks, French Theatrical Tradition, 31. 
31 Bradby and Sparks, French Theatrical Tradition, 28. 
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imagery of power gave expression to an attitude of anti-authoritarianism. Much as the 

students sought to discredit the Gaullist regime, Chéreau wished to expose the ruthless 

machinations and the destructive tendencies of the gods. 

… 

 In the years immediately following his departure from Sartrouville, Chéreau 

created a brilliant and controversial production of Shakespeare’s Richard II (1970) and 

then moved to Milan in order to work at the Piccolo Teatro. Paolo Grassi, the director of 

the Piccolo Teatro, invited Chéreau after seeing the latter’s staging of Rossini’s 

L’Italiana in Algeri at the Spoleto Festival in 1969. In this production of Rossini, 

Chéreau applied a number of participatory techniques (e.g., placing hecklers in the 

audience) and inserted a newly written spoken prologue. The prologue begins with 

children playing hopscotch; and, at the end of the opera, the children return armed with 

guns and shoot the singers.32  

Chéreau remained in Italy until 1972 when Roger Planchon invited him to 

become co-director of the Théâtre National Populaire in Villeurbanne. Though founded 

in 1920, the TNP did not achieve its full potential until Vilar took charge of it in 1951, 

when large audiences gathered to see his excellent and reasonably priced productions of 

the classics. However, after Vilar resigned in 1963, the attendance dropped significantly, 

and the financial status of the TNP became increasingly worse. In order to restore the 

TNP, the Minister of Culture Jacques Duhamel invited Planchon to become the new 

director. Since the TNP was at that time located at the Palais du Chaillot in Paris and 

Planchon did not want to leave Villeurbanne, he initially turned down the position. But 

                                                
32 For a description of this Rossini staging, see Trudy Goth, “Spoleto,” Opera News 34, 
no. 1 (1969): 32. 
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when Duhamel offered to move the TNP to Villeurbanne, Planchon accepted the post. 

Planchon in turn invited Chéreau and Robert Gilbert to become co-directors; and, shortly 

after the Théâtre de la Cité Villeurbanne reopened in 1972 after two years of renovations, 

it became the new TNP. Chéreau worked here until 1981; and, the Bayreuth centennial 

Ring takes up many of the same ideas and techniques found in productions during this 

period. 

To demonstrate the similarities between the Bayreuth centennial Ring and 

Chéreau’s productions at the TNP during these years, I will focus on his 1973 production 

of Marivaux’s La Dispute, which also features stage and costume designs by Richard 

Peduzzi and Jacques Schmidt. Though La Dispute is considered to be one of Marivaux’s 

minor works, in Chéreau’s hands it becomes a profound meditation on generational 

conflict and the destructive force of rationality. Written in 1744, the play is about a 

radical experiment conducted by a prince in order to determine whether men or women 

are more likely to be unfaithful. Four children (two boys and two girls) are brought up in 

complete isolation from each other and the world. When they become teenagers, they are 

introduced to each other and released into an artificial Garden of Eden. All the while, the 

prince and his mistress observe from a distance. In Chéreau’s staging of the play, the 

walls separating the adolescents from each other and from the aristocratic couple begin to 

move and take on a life of their own. The prince ultimately finds himself trapped within 

his own experiment and unable to return to the space from which he initially observed the 

children.33  

                                                
33 Fancy, Staging the European Crisis, 56f. 
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Like the depiction of the gods in the Bayreuth centennial Ring, Chéreau portrays 

the prince as a ruthless, destructive figure who eventually becomes ensnared in his own 

schemes. Furthermore, Chéreau brings out the generational conflict between the prince 

and adolescents, much as he does with the conflict between Wotan and Siegfried and 

between Wotan and the Wälsungs. The Wälsung twins are themselves a type of 

experiment designed by Wotan to exercise and preserve power, and the outcome is just as 

disastrous. 

Many of the Bayreuth staging techniques appear already in the 1973 production. 

The latter begins in near darkness, with smoke rising from an empty orchestra pit. A 

phantom orchestra – in reality a tape recording – plays Mozart’s “Masonic Funeral 

March,” setting a dark and brooding mood. The dim lighting and smoke remind us of the 

opening scene of Rheingold and the rocky mountains of Act Three, scene one of Walküre. 

The phantom orchestra seems to foreshadow the invisible orchestra of Bayreuth. The 

towering buildings of La Dispute call to mind Peduzzi’s stage design for Hunding’s 

“dwelling” in Act One of Walküre; and, just as the walls break apart to reveal spring in 

the latter, the former also makes use of sliding walls. Both La Dispute and the Ring depict 

scenes of nature, like the forest in Act Two of Siegfried; and, both also highlight the 

confrontation between nature and man-made structures. Like the Bayreuth Ring, La 

Dispute also refers to multiple historical periods. In the prologue of the 1973 production, 

the prince’s mistress and her ladies-in-waiting are dressed in formal attire of no particular 

period, but the prince wears a modern tuxedo.34 Yet the prince uses astronomical devices 

from the time of Marivaux. Moreover, both productions treat the mirror as a key symbol. 

                                                
34 A description of the costume and stage designs of La Dispute appears in Rosette 
Lamont, “La Dispute,” Performing Arts Journal 2, no. 1 (1977): 78-83. 
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Just as Wotan addresses his own reflection in Act Two, scene two of Walküre, the mirror 

in La Dispute is an object that enables the acquisition of self-knowledge. 

Both productions draw attention to themselves as acts of interpretation. The 

director’s interpretation is just as important as the author-composer’s original intentions. 

In terms of Chéreau’s productions, this means that Chéreau does not always follow the 

author-composer’s stage directions literally. However, the degree of interpretational 

license varies from one production to the next; and, in some cases, Chéreau feels that a 

more significant textual intervention is justified. In the Bayreuth centennial Ring, the 

interpretational license is limited to the stage directions and scenic descriptions. For 

example, in Rheingold Chéreau depicts the three Rhine maidens as prostitutes on a 

hydroelectric dam. (Chéreau would agree that by not following the stage directions 

literally, he is also altering the meaning of the words that are sung.) Compared to 

Rheingold, the La Dispute production takes even greater liberties. Chéreau adds a forty-

minute prologue composed of other writings by Marivaux, shifting the emphasis away 

from the question of sexual fidelity to the destructive nature of the prince’s experiments. 

Both Rheingold and La Dispute are examples of a textual approach that Chéreau 

demonstrated before and during his tenure at the TNP.    

A final aspect that the La Dispute and Ring productions share in common is their 

underlying worldview grounded in the May 1968 events. Like Wotan, the prince is an 

authority figure who serves as a metaphor for an oppressive state that seeks to maintain 

power at all costs. Like Siegfried, the adolescents are by no means free and engage in acts 

of narcissism and treachery. As in Chéreau’s staging of Götterdämmerung, the ending of 

La Dispute is left open and uncertain; and, neither the younger nor the older generation 
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seems able to offer a better future. In both cases, Chéreau depicts societies on the verge 

of collapse with no clear outcome.  

I would like to argue that both productions reflect Chéreau’s disappointment with 

the May 1968 events. This disappointment is evident in other Chéreau productions during 

the TNP period, especially in his staging of Edward Bond’s Lear in 1975. A reworking of 

Shakespeare, Lear depicts a tyrannical king who is removed from his throne by his two 

murderous daughters. In Chéreau’s production, Lear wanders a desolate landscape, which 

is conveyed by Peduzzi’s backdrop of an enormous grey sky. (The backdrop is very 

similar to the one used by Peduzzi in Act Two of Götterdämmerung.) A third daughter, 

Cordelia, plays the role of a revolutionary who stirs the people to rebellion. According to 

Colette Godard, Chéreau portrays a “vicious circle that endlessly repeats the failure of 

revolutions.”35 This disillusionment with revolution – more specifically with the May 

1968 events – was a common theme of post-1968 theater. We even find this theme in 

Mnouchkine’s 1970 production of 1789, which is considered a key work of the theater of 

the May 1968 period.36 

Chéreau directed one further opera in the years preceding the Bayreuth centennial 

Ring, Offenbach’s Les contes d’Hoffmann at the Paris Opéra in 1974. Rolf Liebermann, 

then general manager of the Opéra, invited Chéreau and several other young theater 

directors in order to reinvigorate the house and its reputation.37 The Offenbach 

production demonstrates many of the same features as the productions discussed above. 

                                                
35 Godard, Poets Invent the Future, 37. 
36 Bradby and Sparks, French Theatrical Tradition, 24. 
37 Liebermann also invited Jorge Lavelli to stage Gounod’s Faust and Debussy’s Pelléas. 
Terry Hands was invited to stage Verdi’s Otello. Rolf Liebermann, Opernjahre: 
Erlebnisse und Erfahrungen vor, auf und hinter der Bühne großer Musiktheater (Bern: 
Scherz Verlag, 1977): 101. 
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Again, Chéreau depicts a society on the verge of collapse: fairy-tale Venice is replaced 

with a run-down dock area populated by prostitutes. Chéreau also engages in an act of 

textual intervention and reorders the scenes: first comes Giulietta, then Olympia, and 

finally Antonia.38 The production was not well received, and Chéreau spoke negatively of 

his experiences at the Opéra. 

… 

 I will now provide a brief description of the creation process of the Bayreuth 

centennial Ring. In January 1974, Boulez approached Chéreau with the offer to stage the 

1976 Ring cycle in Bayreuth, which Chéreau promptly accepted.39 In May 1974, Chéreau 

gave Wolfgang Wagner a demonstration of his ideas. Wolfgang liked the presentation 

and asked Chéreau to move forward with the project. In July 1975, Chéreau and his crew 

attended Wolfgang’s Ring cycle at the Festspielhaus. The stage designs were constructed 

in the winter of 1975/1976. Rehearsals began in early May 1976, and the final dress 

rehearsals took place July 15-19. The four premieres occurred July 24-29. In reviewing 

this timetable, one is amazed by how quickly Chéreau and his production team were able 

to plan and realize their conceptual ideas, and how little rehearsal time they had to do so. 

Equally impressive was the low production cost: 886,000 DM (450,000 Euros).  

   After the 1976 festival, Chéreau and his production team made a number of 

changes to the Ring production. These changes were in keeping with Wieland Wagner’s 

                                                
38 Godard, Poets Invent the Future, 36. See also Alois Maria Nagler, “The Tales of 
Hoffmann,” Misdirection: Opera Production in the Twentieth Century (Hamden, CT: 
Archon Books, 1981): 111f. 
39 Patrice Chéreau, “Fünf Jahre sind vergangen,” in Der Ring: Bayreuth 1976-1980, ed. 
Sylvie de Nussac (Munich: Universitas Verlag, 1980): 47. My description of the creation 
process also draws on Philippe Olivier, “Skandal und Legende. 1976-1980,” in Der Ring 
des Nibelungen: in Bayreuth von den Anfängen bis heute (Mainz: Schott, 2007): 169-186. 
See especially pg. 171 in the latter.  
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notion of the “workshop principle.” That is, productions at Bayreuth are in a permanent 

state of being further developed; and, when a production appears over multiple years, the 

director will often make changes and explore new angles and ideas. When Chéreau and 

his team met in Bayreuth in November 1976, they made adjustments to nearly every 

single scenic design.40 Two designs were completely revised: the image of Valhalla in 

scene four of Rheingold and the rocky summit of Act Three of Walküre. In scene four of 

the 1976 Rheingold, Valhalla was a miniature model of a castle in the background. In the 

1977 Rheingold and afterwards, Valhalla was much closer. No longer seen from a bird’s 

eye view, Valhalla was now enormous and imposing. Valhalla could not be seen in its 

entirety, which gave it the impression of being boundless. The second significant 

difference of the 1976 version was the Matterhorn-like set in the third act of Walküre, 

which was a more literal interpretation of the scenic description (“On the summit of a 

rocky mountain”). In 1977 and afterwards, Chéreau adopted the now iconic image based 

on Böcklin’s Isle of the Dead. By alluding to a well-known painting, Chéreau was able to 

convey the feeling of impending death and to foreshadow the catastrophic end. Chéreau 

used the same image in Siegfried and Götterdämmerung, thereby creating unity between 

the parts of the Ring cycle. In general, one gets the impression that the 1976 version was 

more shocking and experimental; and, the changes that occurred after 1976 made the 

production less fragmentary and more of a unified cycle.     

… 

                                                
40 For a more in-depth description of these post-1976 changes, see Chéreau, Fünf Jahre 
sind vergangen, 91f. See also Olivier, Skandal und Legende, 178. Olivier’s chapter 
includes sketches of the designs for the 1976 version.  
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We will now focus on Chéreau’s vision of the Ring, in particular his idea that the 

tetralogy sheds light on the structures of power underlying the modern state. As Chéreau 

states in his essay “Commentaries to Mythology and Ideology” included in the Siegfried 

program notes, the Ring is a story about the disastrous consequences that occur when a 

regime seeks to maintain its power at all costs: 

“The true message of the Ring […] is Wagner’s overwhelming vision of power, of 
political power, of society and the modern state. The Ring is perhaps a kind of 
premonition, a description of the mechanisms of power – how one can seize 
power, and how one can lose it. The Ring is a description of the horrible 
perversions of societies that result from this preservation of power […]. ‘The state 
that arises in order to meet its end’ (A. Glucksmann), the state that from the start 
programs its own demise, since its only concern is the preservation of power.”41 

 
Chéreau thinks that Wagner’s vision of power captures the modern state as it is today. 

Though Chéreau does not define what he means by power, some basic observations can 

be made about his understanding of it. Chéreau associates power with the state and 

society at large, not with individuals. He believes that power has by nature a corrupting 

influence; it stirs up the desire to preserve and increase power regardless of the 

consequences. Furthermore, in Chéreau’s opinion, the modern state is repressive and 

tends to trample on the rights of its citizens. In its pursuit of absolute power, the state 

                                                
41 “Die wahre Aussage des Ring […] ist vielmehr eine überwältigende Vision Wagners 
von der Macht, von der politischen Macht, von der Gesellschaft und dem modernen Staat. 
Der Ring ist vielleicht eine Art Vorahnung, eine Beschreibung der Mechanismen der 
Macht: wie man sie an sich reißen und wie man sie verlieren kann. Der Ring ist eine 
Beschreibung der schrecklichen Perversion der Gesellschaften, die sich in dieser 
Erhaltung der Macht begründen […] – ‘jenes Staates, der entsteht, um unterzugehen’ (A. 
Glucksmann), der von Anfang an seine eigene Apokalypse programmiert hat, weil sich 
ihm nur das einzige Problem stellt, nämlich nur die Macht zu erhalten.” Patrice Chéreau, 
“Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie,” in Bayreuther Dramaturgie: Der Ring des 
Nibelungen, ed. Herbert Barth (Stuttgart: Belser Verlag, 1980): 428f. Chéreau’s essay 
originally appeared in the Siegfried program notes. 
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ultimately oversteps those constraints that keep it intact, thereby leading to its own 

demise.  

 Chéreau quotes André Glucksmann, a friend and colleague with whom he was in 

frequent contact during his years at Bayreuth.42 Though seven years older than Chéreau, 

Glucksmann was also a university student during the 1960s, and his career was also 

shaped by the May 1968 events. However, unlike Chéreau, Glucksmann became a Maoist 

militant during the 1968 events, and he later joined the Gauche Prolétarienne (GP), a 

Maoist organization that encouraged workers to engage in acts of spontaneous 

rebellion.43 When the GP dissolved in 1973, Glucksmann gave up his Maoist beliefs and 

began to attack intellectuals of the Left. The publication of Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag 

Archipelago in 1974 marked a key turning point in Glucksmann’s career, at which time 

he became a harsh critic of Marxism. In the mid- to late-1970s, he was one of the leading 

figures of the New Philosophers, a group of former student radicals who now denounced 

their gauchiste past.  

While Chéreau was consulting with Glucksmann in 1976, the latter was at work 

on Les maîtres penseurs (The Master Thinkers), which was later published in 1977. 

Chéreau’s vision of Wagner shares many themes in common with Glucksmann’s book, 

though the book has a much more negative view of nineteenth-century German thought. 

(Glucksmann attributes the birth of totalitarianism to the German “master thinkers” 

Fichte, Hegel, Marx, and Nietzsche.) Near the end of the book, Glucksmann writes the 

following about Wagner’s Ring cycle: 

                                                
42 Chéreau alludes to his friendship and discussions with Glucksmann in Chéreau, Fünf 
Jahre sind vergangen, 49. 
43 Andy Stafford, “Glucksmann, André,” in Encyclopedia of Modern French Thought, ed. 
Christopher John Murray (New York: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2004): 264f. 
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“The central problem is not the gold at all, but Wotan. […] Behind the theft of the 
Ring is Wotan’s enterprise. Behind the phantasm of capital is the question of 
power. […] If Valhalla, power, the Forbidden City, the palace of the Central 
Committee burn, then everything burns. Me or chaos. The tabula rasa as a 
method of government. Hiroshima my desire. […] Why does [power] assert itself 
in the planning of catastrophes? Why does it know only one history, that of an 
endless countdown? Why do the states keep Apocalypse-time? Why are the gods 
born fit for twilight?”44 

 
For Glucksmann, Wotan is the villain of Wagner’s work. He is a metaphor for the 

modern state that is in the process of becoming totalitarian. Such a state would rather 

blow up the planet than give up its power.  

One cannot help but note the similarities between Glucksmann and Chéreau. Like 

the latter, Glucksmann presents the vision of a repressive state on the brink of self-

annihilation; and, he also believes that power is inherently evil. Both shift their attention 

away from exploitative capitalism toward the tyrannical, destructive nature of the modern 

state. Yet, in spite of these similarities, Chéreau seems much more open to different 

points of view. While Glucksmann denounces Marxism and the Left in general, Chéreau 

engages with the work of such thinkers as Adorno, Shaw, and Hans Mayer. Without 

doubt, this willingness to engage with a wide variety of different perspectives contributed 

to the lasting effect of the Bayreuth centennial Ring.                    

The audiences at the Bayreuth festival between 1976 and 1980 picked up on the 

fact that Chéreau was referring to the modern state in its present form. As Detlef 

Brandenburg states, many of them interpreted Chéreau’s vision of Wagner as an attack on 

the economically prosperous, but intellectually provincial West Germany.45 For example, 

Dietmar Polaczek of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung wrote that Alberich looked like 

                                                
44 André Glucksmann, The Master Thinkers, trans. Brian Pearce (New York: Harper and 
Row, 1980): 261.  
45 Brandenburg, Wahn und Welt, 32. 
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a “depraved Gastarbeiter.”46 More than one reviewer remarked that Gunther, who wore a 

modern tuxedo, resembled a prosperous West German industrialist after the 

Wirtschaftswunder. In fact, the audience was so focused on the critique of West Germany 

that it neglected to notice that Chéreau depicted revolution in a critical light. Thus, many 

viewers misunderstood Chéreau to be a sort of propagandist for the 1968 student 

movement. 

According to Chéreau’s vision of Wagner quoted above, the modern state is to 

blame for the catastrophic ending of Götterdämmerung. Yet Chéreau thinks that Wotan is 

equally responsible:  

“This is also the case with Wotan-Wanderer, who wants to retain only a single 
power for himself. [It is] the power of someone with knowledge, i.e. that always 
wants to keep the key to power in his own hands […]. [Wotan is the] god who 
[…] clings to power, the logical consequence of which is that he locks himself up 
in a fortress (Valhalla) and awaits the final catastrophe […].”47 
 

Chéreau looks upon Wotan as an allegorical representation of the modern state. This 

treatment of Wotan is in keeping with Chéreau’s conception of allegorical theater, more 

specifically his technique of using characters on the stage to embody abstract ideas.48 The 

costume designer Jacques Schmidt states that he and Chéreau depict Wotan as the aging 

                                                
46 Dietmar Polaczek, “Die Bombe musste fallen. Eröffnung in Bayreuth: Chéreau und 
Boulez provozieren,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 26, 1976. 
47 “So ist es auch bei Wotan-Wanderer, der sich nur eine einzige Macht erhalten will: Die 
Macht dessen, der wissend ist, das heißt, der immer den Schlüssel der Macht in seinen 
Händen behalten will […]. [Er ist] der Gott, der sich […] an die Macht klammert: Die 
logische Folge davon wird sein, sich in einer Festung (Walhall) einzuschließen und die 
endgültige Katastrophe […] abzuwarten.” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und 
Ideologie, 429. 
48 Chéreau writes the following about his conception of allegorical theater: “Ich glaube, 
dass das Theater in erster Linie der Ort ist, wo Ideen sich verkörpern, wo Abstraktionen, 
Ideologien und Dialektiken anschaulich gemacht werden und gezeigt werden können.” 
Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 423. 
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Prince of Salina in Visconti’s 1963 film The Leopard.49 (The film takes place during the 

Risorgimento, and the prince must watch as his old aristocratic world gives way to a new 

one led by his upstart nephew.) In Rheingold, Wotan (Donald McIntyre) wears a long, 

shimmering red coat, the sort worn by high officials for important occasions. According 

to Schmidt, Wotan and the gods are dressed in a Baroque style, with brocade coats and 

wigs from the seventeenth century.50 In Walküre, Wotan’s attire is more modern. For 

example, in Act Three he wears a dark frock coat that makes him look like a rich 

industrialist from the late nineteenth century. In other words, Wotan’s character cannot be 

defined in terms of a single historical period. If Chéreau wants Wotan to be an allegorical 

representation of the modern state, then why does Wotan initially appear in a Baroque 

costume? Chéreau suggests that the modern state has deep historical roots.  

Wotan’s defining feature is that he is constantly engaged in schemes for power. 

For example, in scene four of Rheingold, Wotan steals the ring from Alberich; and, in the 

Bayreuth production we see him hack off the latter’s finger. When Wotan loses the ring 

to Fafner, he fathers Siegmund und Sieglinde to get it back. In Siegfried, Chéreau inserts 

stage directions that do not appear in Wagner’s libretto; and, he does so in order to draw 

attention to Wotan’s endless pursuit of power. Wotan uncovers the industrial furnace that 

enables Siegfried to forge Nothung. He also puts the Woodbird in a cage and plants it 

where Siegfried will find it. In short, Wotan embodies all the aspects of the modern state 

that Chéreau does not like, in particular its quest for power regardless of the 

                                                
49 Jacques Schmidt, “Kostüme – so wenig ungewöhnlich wie nur möglich,” in Der Ring: 
Bayreuth 1976-1980, ed. Sylvie de Nussac (Munich: Universitas Verlag, 1980): 112. 
50 Schmidt, Kostüme, 116. 
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consequences. Wotan uses human beings as a means to an end; and, he would rather burn 

down Valhalla than see it succumb to the Nibelungs. 

Chéreau’s depiction of Siegfried presents us with a critique of revolution. If 

Wotan is an allegorical representation of the modern state, then Siegfried is one of 

revolution and its relationship to the modern state. According to Chéreau, Siegfried is not 

a hero but rather a youth who has been kept in a state of ignorance: “This is what 

distinguishes my production from others: Siegfried can no longer be the shining hero; he 

is no longer Siegfried-Bakunin – as Bernard Shaw depicted him – but an immature youth, 

incomplete and paralyzed by his lack of awareness of the world and of himself.”51 

Without knowing it, Siegfried serves Wotan: “The potion of forgetfulness is a symbol of 

the following: that Siegfried’s ‘I’ has never belonged to him, since he is programmed and 

unnatural. Wotan needs a type of freedom without awareness and knowledge; he needs a 

clueless lackey.”52 In short, Siegfried is by no means the solution for the evils of the 

modern state. Chéreau suggests that revolution unknowingly serves the state that it seeks 

to overthrow. 

How does Chéreau realize these ideas about Siegfried and revolution on the 

stage? In Siegfried, Siegfried (Manfred Jung) wears a torn wool sweater. He is dressed as 

                                                
51 “Was meine Regie von den anderen Inszenierungen unterscheidet: Siegfried kann nicht 
mehr der strahlende Held sein, er ist nicht mehr Siegfried-Bakunin, wie Bernard Shaw 
ihn bezeichnete, zwar ein unreifer Jüngling, unfertig und gelähmt durch das Nicht-
Wissen seiner Selbst und von der Welt […].” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und 
Ideologie, 420. 
52 “Der Vergessenheitstrank ist Symbol für den folgenden: dass ihm [Siegfried] sein 
eigenes Ich niemals gehört hat, denn er ist programmiert und gewollt – Wotan braucht 
eine Freiheit ohne Bewusstsein, ohne Wissen – er braucht einen ahnungslosen 
Handlanger.” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 420. 
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an adult, but his clothes look like rags that were found in a dumpster.53 When Siegfried 

first appears in Act One, scene one, he is depicted as a violent, narcissistic youth. For 

example, he brings home a bear to attack Mime and throws sharp objects at the latter. 

However, when Siegfried asks Mime about himself and his parents, his attitude becomes 

more reflective. As Chéreau puts it, “the singer who performs Siegfried […] must always 

sense – somehow subconsciously and vaguely – the manipulation and deceit that control 

his existence. He must feel the inadequacy of his existence and that something is missing, 

the absence of which he perceives as a deep, hidden wound.”54 In this respect, Siegfried’s 

character is tragic, and we are meant to feel sympathy for him. Yet, this tragic aspect of 

Siegfried is overshadowed by his treatment of Mime, especially when he kills the latter. 

At such moments, Siegfried’s violent nature points back to the modern state that controls 

him. Later, in Götterdämmerung Siegfried changes into a modern tuxedo. The new 

clothes initially serve to disguise him as Gunther when he claims Brünnhilde as a bride 

for the latter in Act One, scene three. But then Siegfried remains in the tuxedo during Act 

Two, which signifies that he has taken on the identity of the Gibichung court. (In 

Chéreau’s production, the Gibichung court is a world of power and authority, a kind of 

modern version of Valhalla.) Siegfried’s new attire is an external manifestation of the 

relationship that he has had all along with the modern state. In sum, Chéreau suggests 

that revolution and revolutionaries are absorbed by the modern state and extend its 

powers.  

                                                
53 Schmidt, Kostüme, 115. 
54 “Der Sänger, der Siegfried spielt, […] muss – irgendwie unbewusst, unklar und 
tieferliegend – immer die Schiebung und den Betrug spüren, die sein Dasein beherrschen. 
Er muss die Unzulänglichkeit seiner Existenz fühlen, er muss fühlen, dass ihm irgend 
etwas fehlt und diesen ‘Mangel’ als eine tief verborgene Wunde empfinden […].” 
Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 420.   
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Though Chéreau may exaggerate the extent to which revolution serves the 

modern state and its quest for absolute power, he does make the valid observation that 

revolutionary activity can be just as flawed and destructive as – or even more so than – 

the state at which it is aimed. Chéreau’s critique of revolution here is especially relevant 

in terms of the events that were occurring in West Germany during the 1970s, more 

specifically the terrorism of the Baader-Meinhof gang. The Baader-Meinhof gang, also 

known as the Red Army Faction (RAF), was formed on May 14, 1970, when the 

journalist Ulrike Meinhof and Gudrun Ensslin helped Andreas Baader escape from 

prison.55 (Baader was in prison for an arson attack that he committed in 1968.) The 

Baader-Meinhof group sought to reveal the repressive nature of the West German state 

through acts of terrorism. In May 1972, the group engaged in a series of bombings that 

targeted the Springer press and American personnel in West Germany. Though all the 

key figures of the group were arrested in the summer of 1972, Baader and Ensslin were 

able to mobilize a second generation of terrorists from within prison. The most 

destructive attacks occurred in 1977 during the so-called “German autumn,” when RAF 

terrorists kidnapped a number of prominent state officials and hijacked a German civilian 

aircraft to Mogadishu. 

Though Chéreau’s exploration of the violent and destructive aspects of Siegfried’s 

character might have led viewers to make a connection with the Baader-Meinhof gang, 

such a connection did not occur. Joachim Kaiser of the Süddeutsche Zeitung thinks that 

Chéreau presents Siegfried as a harmless youth: “[Chéreau’s] Siegfried is a nice young 

                                                
55 Background information is from Dorothea Hauser, “Terrorism,” in 1968 in Europe: A 
History of Protest and Activism, 1956-1977, ed. Martin Klimke and Joachim Scharloth 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008): 269-280.  
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person, even if he tends toward temperamental pranks and pubertal tantrums.”56 Dietmar 

Polaczek of the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung does not say anything about Siegfried’s 

character, but only criticizes the singing of René Kollo.57 (In 1976, Kollo sang the part of 

Siegfried in Siegfried, and Jess Thomas was Siegfried in Götterdämmerung. Manfred 

Jung did not perform Siegfried until 1977.) 

I will now consider one final aspect of Chéreau’s allegorical theater, this being the 

significance of both Alberich and Mime. The two Nibelung brothers represent the role of 

the marginalized individual in the modern state. Chéreau writes of Alberich and Mime: 

“Alberich […] and above all Mime […] must achieve the tragic greatness of two lives 

that were shaped by humiliation, by the inability to live in the world order desired by 

Wotan, and by the energy of hopelessness […].”58 Chéreau thinks that neither one of 

them is evil: “One should rehabilitate Alberich and Mime. They should not be evil 

incarnate. They decide on their course of action […] because it is the only option. In 

doing so, they quickly come into conflict with Wotan’s world […].”59 Chéreau wants us 

to feel sympathy for both characters; and, in some sense, he makes them out to be unsung 

heroes who genuinely challenge the modern state that oppresses them. 

                                                
56 “[Chéreaus] Siegfried ist ein netter, wenn auch zu temperamentvollen Späßen und 
pubertären Wutausbrüchen neigender junger Mensch.” Joachim Kaiser, “Siegfrieds 
ungestümer Charme. René Kollos Ring-Debüt,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, July 29, 1976. 
57 See Dietmar Polaczek, “Der futuristische Ring. Walküre und Siegfried in Bayreuth,” 
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 29, 1976. 
58 “Es ist sehr notwendig, dass Alberich […] und vor allem Mime […] die tragische 
Größe zweier Leben erreichen, die aus Erniedrigung entstanden sind, aus der Unfähigkeit 
in der Ordnung dieser Welt zu leben, die Wotan gewollt hat, aus der Energie der 
Hoffnungslosigkeit […].” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 434. 
59 “Man müsste Alberich und Mime rehabilitieren, sie dürfen nicht das Fleisch 
gewordene Böse sein, den sie beschließen, ja erst so zu sein […], weil […] das als 
einziger Weg bleibt. Prompt geraten sie dadurch in Konflikt mit der Welt Wotans […].” 
Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 434. 



      

 172 

Chéreau draws attention to how Wagner’s anti-Semitism manifests itself in 

Alberich and Mime: “I believe like many others that Alberich and – even more so – 

Mime correspond with Wagner’s conception of Jews. (It would be interesting to 

investigate also the melodies, the broken melodic phrases of Mime […], to see if there is 

also something Hebraic in these monotone melodies and feelings.)”60 Chéreau is in 

dialogue with Adorno’s In Search of Wagner here, which he states that he read for the 

first time while preparing for the Bayreuth centennial Ring.61 Adorno writes: “The gold-

grabbing, invisible, anonymous, exploitative Alberich, the shoulder-shrugging, 

loquacious Mime, overflowing with self-praise and spite, the impotent intellectual critic 

Hanslick-Beckmesser – all the rejects of Wagner’s works are caricatures of Jews.”62 

Chéreau focuses on the relationship between Mime and Siegfried: “There is a 

shocking cruelty in the scenes between Siegfried and Mime, when Siegfried is satisfied 

with explaining his aggression with the thought “I can’t stand you” (since you are ugly). 

After what we saw in Act One, Mime has all too many reasons for wanting to kill 

Siegfried.”63 Of central significance in the Bayreuth centennial Ring is Act Two, scene 

three, when Mime tries to poison Siegfried so that he can take the ring and Tarnhelm. 

                                                
60 “Ich glaube übrigens wie viele andere, dass Alberich und mehr noch Mime, Wagners 
Vorstellung von Juden entsprechen (es wäre interessant, auch die Melodien, die 
abgehackten, melodischen Phrasen Mimes […], daraufhin zu untersuchen, ob in diesen 
monotonen Melodien und Gefühlen nicht auch etwas Hebräisches ist).” Chéreau, 
Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 434. 
61 Chéreau, Fünf Jahre sind vergangen, 54. 
62 Theodor Adorno, In Search of Wagner, trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Verso, 
2009): 13. 
63 “In den Szenen zwischen Siegfried und Mime liegt eine schreckliche Grausamkeit – 
wo sich Siegfried damit zufrieden gibt, seine Aggressivität mit dem ‘Ich kann dich ja 
nicht leiden’ (weil du hässlich bist usw.) zu erklären, während Mime auf jeden Fall, 
nachdem, was im ersten Akt für uns Zuschauer zu sehen war, nur allzuviele Gründe hat, 
Siegfried töten zu wollen.” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 434f. 
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Siegfried, who has drunk dragon’s blood and is able to hear Mime’s thoughts, kills the 

latter. In this scene, Mime (Heinz Zednik) has thinning hair and wire glasses and wears 

an oversized, shabby overcoat. He is hunched over and walks with a limp. His gestures 

are exaggerated and comically servile. His voice is nasal and groveling, and he often 

laughs hysterically. As Chéreau explains, “Mime must be comical and tragic, very much 

like a caricature. He must be serious and sentimental, clownish like Charlie Chaplin and 

deeply distressing like a humiliated people.”64 Chéreau draws on a “vocabulary of anti-

Semitism” in order to call attention to Wagner’s anti-Semitism and Adorno’s idea that 

Mime is a caricature.65    

… 

 By alluding to the modern state in its present form, Chéreau was part of a trend 

during the 1970s of interpreting the Ring cycle as a commentary on current political and 

social realities. Yet, in addition to the present, Chéreau also made reference to other 

historical periods; and, of these periods, Wagner’s own time period received the most 

visual emphasis. In contrast, the other directors tended to focus primarily on the present. 

                                                
64 “Mime muss drollig und tragisch sein, ganz nahe einer Karikatur, er muss ernst und 
sentimental sein, clownesk wie Charlie Chaplin und erschütternd wie ein gedemütigtes 
Volk.” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und Ideologie, 435. 
65 Chéreau adds the following about Mime’s depiction in the Bayreuth centennial Ring: 
“In den Mittelpunkt von Siegfried stellte ich immer mehr Mime, seine Nöte und Leiden 
sollten glaubhaft werden und furchtbar sein. Ich dachte, dass man auf eine sehr riskante 
Weise mit dem Vokabular des Antisemitismus spielen musste, um damit das Gegenteil zu 
erreichen. Die einzig wirkliche Gemeinsamkeit zwischen Wagner und den Nazis liegt im 
Antisemitismus. Ich wollte aus Mime die Zentralfigur des 1. Aktes machen, würde ihm 
ein großes, kariertes Taschentuch geben und ihn zum kleinen, mitteleuropäischen Juden 
machen. Er sollte auf eine schmerzhafte Weise komisch wirken; was er schmieden 
würde, wären keine Schwerter, sondern Schürhaken, dünne Gestänge, die sich leicht 
verbiegen lassen würden und mit denen Siegfried Knoten machen könnte. Seine 
Erfahrung von Angst sollte grandios und tragisch sein: ‘Das Fürchten lernt’ ich für dich, 
dass ich’s dich Dummen lehre.” Chéreau, Fünf Jahre sind vergangen, 62. 
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For example, Hans Neugebauer’s Ring cycle in Kiel (1970-1972) featured a visual 

language that was based on contemporary pop culture, especially comic books.66 Also 

drawing on pop culture, Ulrich Melchinger and Thomas Richter-Forgach’s Ring in Kassel 

(1970-1974) had Valkyries with guns on motorcycles, and Valhalla was the Manhattan 

skyline. 

 Chéreau’s use of multiple historical periods is best understood in terms of his 

conception of mythology. Chéreau rejects the notion that myth is timeless: “I have always 

said that I don’t understand ‘timelessness.’ Mythology is always situated in a specific 

time and place.”67 Chéreau in turn applies this reasoning to Wagner and the function of 

myth in the Ring cycle: 

“What else should a theater director do than create emblematic pictures in which 
the audience recognizes itself and from which they can read their own fears and 
fate? Wagner did exactly this in the Ring by using Germanic mythology. This 
recourse and return [to myth] was not coincidental. At that time, there was a 
desire on the part of the German people to give ‘early capitalism’ a foundation, 
roots, and a past – and at the same time to justify trends in thought and belief.”68  

 

                                                
66 See Detlef Brandenburg’s discussion of the Kiel and Kassel productions in 
Brandenburg, Wahn und Welt, 25-28. 
67 “Das ist etwas, was ich immer gesagt habe. Ich habe gesagt, dass ich ‘Zeitlosigkeit’ 
nicht verstehe. Jede Mythologie ist aus einer bestimmten Epoche.” This quotation is from 
a discussion between Patrice Chéreau, Pierre Boulez, and Carlo Schmid, which appeared 
in the 1977 Rheingold program notes. “Mythologie und Ideologie. Gedanken-austausch 
über die Neuinszenierung Der Ring des Nibelungen 1976 zwischen Carlo Schmid, Pierre 
Boulez und Patrice Chéreau,” in “Das Rheingold”: Programmheft IV (Programmhefte 
der Bayreuther Festspiele 1977), 37. 
68 “Was sonst sollte ein Theater-Regisseur tun, als emblematische Bilder zu schaffen, in 
denen sich die Menschen wiedererkennen und ihre Todesängste, ihr Schicksal und ihre 
Furcht daraus ablesen können? Wagner hat im Ring nichts anderes gemacht, indem er 
dafür die germanische Mythologie benutzte. Dieser Rückgriff war nicht zufällig. Zu 
seiner Zeit gab es einen Willen der deutschen Gesellschaft, dem ‘Frühkapitalismus’ 
Grundlagen, Wurzeln und eine Vergangenheit zu geben und gleichzeitig eine 
Rechtfertigung der damaligen Gesinnungsströmungen.” Chéreau, Kommentare zu 
Mythologie und Ideologie, 428. 
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Chéreau speaks of three layers of interpretation involved in Wagnerian myth. The first 

layer is the preexisting material that Wagner used to create his libretto. Chéreau brings 

out this layer through visual references to historical periods before Wagner’s lifetime. For 

example, the gods wear Baroque costumes, and the Valkyries have metal breastplates. 

 The second layer is Wagner’s reading of these materials. As Chéreau states in the 

previous quotation, Wagner used myth in order to shed light on his own time period. He 

also wanted to give a sense of historical continuity to this period of “early capitalism,” 

which was experiencing great economic and social upheaval. Chéreau highlights this 

layer with visual allusions to Wagner’s time period, especially the Gründerzeit. (The 

Gründerzeit was a period during the last third of the nineteenth century when German 

society was experiencing strong industrial growth.) For instance, Nibelheim has brick 

walls and large mechanical wheels. Also, the people that survive at the end of 

Götterdämmerung are dressed like workers from the end of the nineteenth century. 

 The third layer is Chéreau’s reading of Wagner’s work. Chéreau provides his 

audience with a series of images in which it will recognize itself and make discoveries 

about its past. Chéreau refers to this layer as the mythology of the present: “There will be 

only one mythology to be seen on stage, and that is our mythology, the mythology of the 

present. […] There is a mythology of the nineteenth century for us today. It is the 

mythology of our industrial society’s past, the childhood of our world in its infant 

stage.”69 Chéreau draws attention to this layer of myth through visual references to the 

                                                
69 “[…] Auf der Bühne wird nur eine einzige Mythologie zu sehen sein – unsere 
Mythologie, die Mythologie der Gegenwart. […] Für uns gibt es heute eine Mythologie 
des 19. Jahrhunderts. Sie ist die Vergangenheit unserer Industriegesellschaft, die Kindheit 
unserer Welt in ihren ersten Bewegungen.” Chéreau, Kommentare zu Mythologie und 
Ideologie, 429f. 
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present. For example, Gunther wears a modern tuxedo. Also, the apartment buildings in 

the background of Act Two of Götterdämmerung look like the sets for the 1954 film On 

the Waterfront. 

… 

 Let us return to the question of Wagner as a political revolutionary figure. If 

Wagner presents Siegfried and revolution in a critical light, then how can we say that he 

belongs to the group of mid-nineteenth-century revolutionary thinkers (Bakunin, Marx, 

Proudhon, and Feuerbach)? In the first place, Wagner provides a critique of the modern 

state and its underlying power structures, in particular the world of Wotan. In the second 

place, Chéreau argues that Wagner took the revolutionary ideas of his contemporaries 

and depicted them on the stage. Though Wagner at times disagreed with certain aspects 

of these thinkers, he nevertheless shared their ideas. Chéreau suggests that even though 

Wagner was a revolutionary thinker, he was also keenly aware of the complex and often 

problematic nature of such thinking. 

 Though Chéreau is for the most part complimentary of Wagner’s revolutionary 

thinking (especially the critique of Wotan), he also draws attention to Wagner’s anti-

Semitism. Like Adorno, Chéreau thinks that Wagner shared this anti-Semitism in 

common with other mid-nineteenth-century revolutionary thinkers (Adorno 13). In this 

respect, Wagner’s works manifest some of the destructive and contradictory aspects of 

this revolutionary thinking.  

 I have shown that Chéreau’s critical attention to Wagner’s anti-Semitism in many 

ways reflected his own mixed assessment of the 1968 student protest movement. (In other 

words, Chéreau made a connection between nineteenth-century revolutionary thinking 
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and that of the 1960s and 1970s.) The radical Left of the present period also had its 

deeply problematic aspects, as exemplified by the terrorism of the Baader-Meinhof gang. 

Yet, even though Chéreau distanced himself from such aspects, he nevertheless gave 

theatrical expression to many ideas of the 1968 movement (anti-authoritarianism, critique 

of the modern state, and concern for marginalized and oppressed groups of people). In 

this respect, Chéreau may be said to be a part of the broader intellectual community 

grounded in the 1968 movement.
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Chapter Four                                                                                                                  
The Bayreuth Centennial Ring Cycle (1976), Part Two: The Music Transcends the 

Ideological Content? 
 

 This chapter begins by looking at Pierre Boulez’s vision of Wagner. In addition to 

considering how this vision relates to Boulez’s experiences of the 1968 events and his 

work as a composer, I compare Boulez’s conducting of the Ring with other conductors 

appearing at the Bayreuth festival after 1951. At the end of the chapter, I step back from 

Boulez’s interpretation of Wagner and examine the reception of the Bayreuth centennial 

Ring in West German newspapers.   

Boulez’s vision of Wagner is much different from Chéreau’s. While Chéreau 

shows both the positive and negative aspects of Wagner’s adoption of mid-nineteenth-

century revolutionary thought, Boulez outright dismisses the idea of Wagner as a political 

revolutionary figure. Boulez similarly rejects the notion that Wagner’s music is in any 

way ideologically suspect. I argue that Boulez’s position vis-à-vis Wagner reflects two 

outstanding objectives that he wished to accomplish during the 1970s: Boulez sets out to 

distance himself from the events and thinking of May 1968, especially the concept of 

politically engaged music; he wants to read Wagner’s music and the Bayreuth festival as 

historical precedents for his own “new musical language” and his plans to establish a 

music research center – the latter of which was realized in 1977 with the opening of the 

Institut de Recherche et Coordination Acoustique/Musique (IRCAM). 

 Having been born in 1925, Boulez was nearly twenty years older than Chéreau 

and was already a mature artist when the events of May 1968 occurred. Yet, even though 

Boulez’s formative years were not shaped by these events (as Chéreau’s were), he 
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nonetheless became involved in the occurrences, and his involvement had a profound 

effect on his artistic and personal views. 

 Even before the May 1968 events took place, Boulez had already come to the 

attention of the general public with his provocative interview entitled “Blow up the opera 

houses!” (Sprengt die Opernhäuser in die Luft!), which appeared in Der Spiegel in 1967.1 

In this interview Boulez strongly criticizes the new German opera houses that “look 

modern from the outside” but are “completely outdated on the inside.” Such houses focus 

primarily on the repertoire, and new operas are rarely given a chance. He concludes: “The 

most expensive solution would be to blow up the opera houses. But don’t you also 

believe that this would be the most elegant [solution]?”2 Boulez’s interlocutor then 

alludes to the fact that Boulez conducted Parsifal at the Bayreuth festival in 1966. Boulez 

responds that he sees no contradiction between his conducting engagement at Bayreuth 

and his views on the opera house in general. He explains: “Parsifal was an exception. 

The conditions under which one can work in Bayreuth are unusual. Bayreuth has nothing 

to do with the normal opera system.”3 As I will discuss at greater length below, Boulez 

understands the Bayreuth festival as a potential site for experimentation and innovation, 

one that is not bound by the same constraints as other opera houses. 

                                                
1 Pierre Boulez, “Sprengt die Opernhäuser in die Luft,” Der Spiegel, September 25, 1967: 
166-174. 
2 “Die teuerste Lösung wäre, die Opernhäuser in die Luft zu sprengen. Aber glauben Sie 
nicht auch, dass dies die eleganteste wäre?” Boulez, “Sprengt die Opernhäuser in die 
Luft,” 172. The word “teuer” has a double meaning here: “expensive,” but also “dear” or 
“valued.” 
3 “Parsifal war eine Ausnahme. Die Bedingungen, unter denen man in Bayreuth arbeiten 
kann, sind außergewöhnlich. Bayreuth hat nichts mit dem normalen Opernbetrieb zu 
tun.” Boulez, “Sprengt die Opernhäuser in die Luft,” 173. 
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 There are two different ways to interpret Boulez’s statement about the 

contemporary situation of the opera house, though both interpretations seem like viable 

options. On the one hand, one could read this statement in terms of Boulez’s polemical 

essays of the late 1940s and 1950s in which he harshly criticizes such composers as 

Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Brahms, and Messiaen. In essays such as “Schoenberg is dead” 

(1951), Boulez’s abrasive, combative tone is in keeping with a sort of revolutionary 

thinking that seeks to break completely with the past and to create a new musical 

language from scratch. On the other hand, one can interpret Boulez’s statement about 

opera houses as a direct response to his experiences working as a conductor at the 

Frankfurt Opera. According to Martin Zenck, shortly before giving the Spiegel interview, 

Boulez was confronted with a “catastrophic rehearsal situation” for a production of 

Wozzeck at the Frankfurt Opera.4 After the production’s director Wieland Wagner 

unexpectedly died in 1966, Boulez was no longer granted his requested amount of 

rehearsal time. In other words, when Boulez speaks of blowing up opera houses, he is 

articulating his frustration over a specific case of constraints imposed by the Frankfurt 

Opera.  

 We turn now to the subject of Boulez and the May 1968 events. The scholarship 

on Boulez presents conflicting accounts of his participation, or lack of participation, in 

these events. Eric Drott argues that Boulez “followed the May events from abroad” and 

criticized the outcome of the musicians’ strike that occurred in tandem with the 

                                                
4 Martin Zenck, “‘Sprengt die Opernhäuser in die Luft’ – Ein missverstandenes 
Schlagwort,” in Pierre Boulez und das Musiktheater des 20. Jahrhunderts. Studien zur 
Avantgarde (work in progress, Institute for Music Research, University of Würzburg, 
Würzburg, Germany, 2012), http://www.musikwissenschaft.uni-
wuerzburg.de/mitarbeiter/zenck_martin_prof_dr/boulez_buch_vorwort/. 
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occupation of the Paris Conservatoire in mid-May.5 In contrast, Georgina Born states that 

Boulez resigned from a project to reform the Paris Opera when in May 1968 Charles de 

Gaulle called on leading cultural figures to publicly support his government.6 Born adds 

that even though Boulez was “skeptical of the students’ chaotic anarchism,” he resigned 

from his post as president of the Musicians’ Union when its parent organization, the 

General Confederation of Labor (Confédération Générale du Travail), refused to support 

the events.7 Born also alludes to the fact that Boulez signed a Leftist manifesto entitled 

“The Revolution is here now” (La Révolution ici maintenant), which appeared in the 

summer 1968 edition of the prestigious literary journal Tel Quel.8 Signed by a number of 

other artists and philosophers, the manifesto spelled out the Tel Quel’s Marxist-Leninist 

position and stressed the central role of theory in revolutionary struggle.9 Furthermore, 

Born makes a convincing case for approaching 1968 as a turning point in Boulez’s career 

and outlook on music. On 13 May 1968, Boulez gave a speech entitled “Where are we 

                                                
5 Drott’s account is based on an interview published in July 1968: Martine Cadieu, “Avec 
Pierre Boulez à Scheveningen,” Lettres françaises 1240 (10 July 1968): 16. See Eric 
Drott, Music and the Elusive Revolution: Cultural Politics and Political Culture in 
France, 1968-1981 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011): 53. 
6 Georgina Born, Rationalizing Culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and the Institutionalization of 
the Musical Avant-Garde (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995): 83. In her 
account of Boulez’s career, Born draws on the biographical research of Dominique 
Jameux and Peter Heyworth. 
7 Born, Rationalizing Culture, 354f. 
8 For more on Boulez’s interest in and relationship with the Tel Quel, see Edward 
Campbell, Boulez, music and philosophy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2010): 121f. 
9 For more on the 1968 manifesto “The Revolution is here now” and the cultural politics 
of Tel Quel, see Danielle Marx-Scouras, The Cultural Politics of Tel Quel (University 
Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996): 143f. Marx-Scouras states that the 
1968 manifesto was also signed by “Hubert Damisch, Denis Hollier, Jean-Louis Schefer, 
Paule Thévenin, Denis Roche, Claude Cabantous, Jean-Joseph Goux, [Jean-Louis] 
Baudry, [Julia] Kristeva, [Marcelin] Pleynet, [Marc] Devade, [Jean] Ricardou, 
[Jacqueline] Risset, [Pierre] Rottenberg, [Philippe] Sollers, and [Jean] Thibaudeau.” 
Boulez was the only composer on the list. 
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now?” (Où en est-on?), in which he outlined for the first time the objectives that would 

later be realized at IRCAM, more specifically the call for research using new 

technologies and the creation of new sounds by means of electronics.10 It is at this point 

in his career that Boulez first shows signs of what Born refers to as “a more mediated 

concern with technology and related scientific research.”11 Even if a causal relationship 

between the May 1968 events and the “IRCAM idea” seems farfetched, it is nevertheless 

likely that these events played an active role in shaping Boulez’s initial vision of a music 

research center. 

 Given this compelling evidence for the ways in which his career and outlook on 

music were affected by the events surrounding the May 1968 student protests in France, 

why is Boulez so intent on disavowing this connection and particular moment in his life? 

Although I will address this question at greater length in my discussion of Boulez’s 

writings on Wagner and the Ring cycle, I would like to make a few preliminary points. In 

1970, President Georges Pompidou invited Boulez to design a new music research center 

in an attempt to breath new life into the French cultural scene after 1968. Keenly aware 

of Boulez’s outstanding international reputation, Pompidou was extremely eager to bring 

Boulez back to France after the latter had left in response to a bitter argument with André 

Malraux, the minister of culture under Charles de Gaulle. Pompidou agreed to give the 

new music research center complete autonomy from the established musical funding 

system, the direction de la Musique (DMD).12 Instead, the center would receive its 

                                                
10 Pierre Boulez, “Where Are We Now,” in Orientations: Collected Writings, ed. Jean-
Jacques Nattiez (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986): 445-463. 
11 Born, Rationalizing Culture, 97. 
12 Kim Eling, Politics of Cultural Policy in France (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
1999): 65. 
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funding directly from the Ministry of Culture, thereby securing long-term financial 

stability and insulating itself from the bureaucracy and artistic control of the DMD. The 

new music center was to be part of the larger arts complex that Pompidou was planning 

to build in central Paris, the Centre national d’art et de culture – later renamed the 

Centre Georges Pompidou (CGP) after Pompidou’s death. As Eric Drott puts it, the CGP 

project was part of a larger effort on Pompidou’s part to realize the Gaullist ambition of 

restoring France’s cultural prestige abroad and at home, an effort that also included the 

Festival d’automne (started in 1971) and the Exposition 60/72, douze ans d’art 

contemporain en France (1972).13 Along with Pompidou’s outstanding generosity toward 

contemporary art and music, Boulez’s new position as head of the music research center 

(IRCAM) was most likely a significant determining factor in his desire to distance 

himself from May 1968 events and thinking.  

 Another contributing factor toward Boulez’s suppression of his connection with 

May 1968 was the widespread dismay and disenchantment experienced by France’s 

intellectual community during the 1970s with regard to the protest movement’s outcome 

and to Leftist thought in general. André Glucksmann and the New Philosophers’ rejection 

of Marxism, discussed in the section on Chéreau, was only the most outstanding example 

of a deeper-lying trend. Be that as it may, we still find traces – as Georgina Born points 

out – of revolutionary thinking in the rhetoric of Boulez’s essays during the 1970s, 

especially those on IRCAM in which he calls for egalitarian sharing and the end to 

private property.14  

… 

                                                
13 Drott, Music and the Elusive Revolution, 232f. 
14 Born, Rationalizing Culture, 100f. 
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Before Boulez conducted the Ring cycle at Bayreuth between 1976 and 1980, he 

had already corresponded and collaborated with Wieland and Wolfgang Wagner for over 

ten years. Contact between Boulez and Wieland began in 1963, and a year later Wieland 

invited him to conduct at the Bayreuth festival in 1966. (A selection of this 

correspondence between Boulez and Wieland appears in the book Pierre Boulez in 

Bayreuth: 1966-1968, 1970, 1976-1980, 2004-2005 – Essays, Gespräche, Dokumente.)15 

According to Wieland in an interview given in 1966, he was looking for conductors that 

would approach Wagner with a fresh perspective; he wanted a “new sound” that would 

correspond with the new staging developments in postwar Bayreuth.16 In a letter dated 25 

July 1966, Wieland writes Boulez:  

“The fact that the, for me, greatest living composer is taking on Parsifal and is 
thereby conducting this work as a living work of art in the sense of Richard 
Wagner, is a special joy and privilege for me. Think always of your colleague 
Richard Strauss, who said to me: ‘I am not [conducting] Parsifal faster, but rather 
it is you in Bayreuth who are always getting slower. Believe me, it is totally 
wrong what you are doing in Bayreuth.’”17 

                                                
15 See the chapter entitled “Pierre Boulez über Wieland and Wolfgang Wagner,” in Pierre 
Boulez in Bayreuth: 1966-1968, 1970, 1976-1980, 2004-2005 – Essays, Gespräche, 
Dokumente (Bayreuth: Ellwanger, 2005): 105-117. The letters from Boulez to Wieland 
are located in the archives of the Bayreuth festival. Those from Wieland to Boulez are at 
the archives of the Paul Sacher Stiftung in Basel. 
16 “Ich suche zum Beispiel auf dem musikalischen Sektor – nach der sog. szenischen 
Revolution – den neuen Klang. Was hilft es, auf der Bühne neue Wege zu gehen, wenn 
aus dem Geist des vorigen Jahrhunderts heraus musiziert wird?” The interview appeared 
in Christ und Welt on June 24, 1966 and is quoted in Egon Voss, Die Dirigenten der 
Bayreuther Festspiele (Regensburg: Bosse, 1976): 60. 
17 “Die Tatsache, dass der für mich größte lebende Komponist sich des Parsifal annimmt 
und damit dieses Werk wieder im Sinne Richard Wagners als lebendiges Kunstwerk 
dirigiert, ist für mich eine besondere Freude und besonderes Glück. Denken Sie immer an 
Ihren Kollegen Richard Strauss, der mir gesagt hat: ‘Nicht ich bin im Parsifal schneller, 
sondern ihr in Bayreuth seid immer langsamer geworden. Glaubt mir, es ist wirklich alles 
falsch, was ihr in Bayreuth macht.’” Quoted in Pierre Boulez in Bayreuth: Essays, 
Gespräche, Dokumente, 114. 
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Wieland alludes to the Parsifal that Richard Strauss conducted in Bayreuth in 1933, a 

performance in which Strauss broke with the Bayreuth tradition in favor of faster tempos 

and a lighter tone.18 Wieland’s letter makes clear that he approached Boulez as a 

composer who – like Strauss – would bring new insight to Parsifal, and as a conductor 

who would interpret the work from outside the Bayreuth tradition. 

 A brief outline of the collaborations between Boulez and Wieland and Wolfgang 

Wagner follows. Boulez’s first and only direct collaboration with Wieland occurred in 

April 1966, when he conducted Wieland’s production of Alban Berg’s Wozzeck at the 

Frankfurt Opera.19 By the time Boulez conducted Parsifal at Bayreuth in August 1966, 

Wieland was already sick, and the latter communicated with Boulez from the hospital. 

Initially, Wieland intended for Boulez to conduct either Meistersinger or Tristan, but 

when Hans Knappertsbusch died unexpectedly in October 1965, Wieland asked Boulez to 

take Knappertsbusch’s place as conductor for Parsifal. Though hospitalized and 

communicating via letters and telephone, Wieland directed and provided the stage 

designs for the Parsifal that Boulez conducted at the Bayreuth festival in August 1966. 

The 1966 Parsifal was a reworking of Wieland’s 1951 staging, which was not only the 

first postwar staging of Parsifal at Bayreuth but the first production to appear at 

Bayreuth’s postwar reopening in 1951. Although Wieland died on 17 October 1966, the 

Wieland Parsifal would reappear until 1973, and it was replaced in 1975 by a new 

                                                
18 Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 60f. 
19 Later that year, Boulez wrote the essay “Wieland Wagner: ‘Here Space Becomes 
Time,’” in which he describes his experiences with Wieland in Frankfurt and his thoughts 
about Wieland’s production style in general. The essay appeared in Les Lettres françaises 
on 20 October 1966, three days after Wieland had passed away. See Pierre Boulez, 
“Wieland Wagner: ‘Here Space Becomes Time,’” in Orientations: Collected Writings, 
ed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986): 240-244. 
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production with direction and stage design by Wolfgang Wagner. Boulez continued to 

conduct Parsifal at Bayreuth until 1970, with the exception of 1969. Before Wieland 

died, both he and Boulez had discussed the possibility of a number of projects, including 

Don Giovanni, Boris Godunov, Pelléas et Mélisande, and a Ring cycle.20 After Wieland’s 

death, Boulez also conducted a production of his Tristan with the Bayreuth Festival 

Orchestra in Osaka, Japan in April 1967.21    

  In an essay entitled “Festivals as Profession: About Wolfgang Wagner” 

(Festspiele als Beruf: Über Wolfgang Wagner), Boulez states that although he and 

Wolfgang Wagner had a good working relationship during the years that he conducted 

Parsifal in Bayreuth, he was nonetheless surprised when Wolfgang invited him to 

conduct the centenary Ring cycle.22 Boulez was even more surprised when Wolfgang 

asked him to suggest a director. Wolfgang presents a slightly different version of these 

events, stating that he and Boulez had already discussed further collaborations in 1970.23 

Wolfgang notes that in May 1972, Boulez had already agreed to participate in a new 

production of the Ring cycle in Bayreuth for the centenary. Boulez served as the 

conductor of the Bayreuth centenary Ring cycle from its first performance in 1976 until 

                                                
20 Dominique Jameux, Pierre Boulez, trans. by Susan Bradshaw (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1991): 137. See also Jean Vermeil, Conversations with Boulez: 
Thoughts on Conducting, trans. by Camille Naish (Portland, Or.: Amadeus Press, 1996): 
160. 
21 For more on this production of Tristan in Osaka, see Martin Zenck, “Wagner in 
perspective: Luigi Nonos Prometheo, Pierre Boulez und Wieland Wagner in 
Osaka/Bayreuth,” Wagnerspectrum 6, no. 2 (2010): 69-99. 
22 Pierre Boulez, “Festspiele als Beruf: Über Wolfgang Wagner,” in Pierre Boulez in 
Bayreuth: 1966-1968, 1970, 1976-1980, 2004-2005 – Essays, Gespräche, Dokumente 
(Bayreuth: Ellwanger, 2005): 117. The essay is undated.  
23 Wolfgang Wagner, “Pierre Boulez und Bayreuth,” in Pierre Boulez: eine Festschrift 
zum 60. Geburtstag am 26. März 1985, ed. by Josef Häusler (Vienna: Universal Edition, 
1985): 50. 
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its final appearance in 1980. In Boulez’s essay on Wolfgang Wagner, he praises 

Wolfgang’s outstanding work as managing director of the Bayreuth festival and his 

loyalty in the face of the initial negative reception of the centenary Ring. After the final 

appearance of the centenary Ring in 1980, Boulez did not return to Bayreuth festival until 

2004, when he accepted Wolfgang’s offer to conduct a controversial production of 

Parsifal by Christoph Schlingensief. 

… 

 What is unusual or different about Boulez’s conducting of Wagner? Why were 

many of the critics, the audience, and members of the Bayreuth festival orchestra initially 

so opposed to Boulez’s musical interpretation of the Ring? In order to address these 

questions, I will compare and contrast Boulez’s interpretation with those of four other 

conductors who have appeared in Bayreuth since the festival’s reopening in 1951: Hans 

Knappertsbusch, Joseph Keilberth, Karl Böhm, and Daniel Barenboim. More specifically, 

I will discuss the similarities and differences between five different recordings of two 

numbers from Götterdämmerung: Siegfried’s Rhine Journey and Siegfried’s Funeral 

March. Both numbers are especially rich in terms of tradition and performance history, 

which provides us with an opportunity to investigate the extent to which Boulez breaks 

with the past.  

  Knappertsbusch was the first to conduct the Ring cycle at Bayreuth after the 

festival’s reopening in 1951.24 In addition to 1951, he also conducted the cycle at the 

festival between 1956 and 1958. Although Knappertsbusch did not appear as a conductor 

                                                
24 The entire Ring cycle was performed twice during the 1951 festival. Knappertsbusch 
conducted the first cycle (July 31 through August 4), Herbert von Karajan the second 
(August 11 through August 15). This was unusual. In the years that followed, usually the 
same conductor was used for both cycles.  
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at Bayreuth before 1951, he understood himself as a successor to Hans Richter and as a 

protector of tradition stretching back to Siegfried Wagner.25 Knappertsbusch had 

regularly attended the Bayreuth festival since 1906, and in 1911 and 1912 he worked as a 

musical assistant under both Siegfried Wagner and Hans Richter. Responding with anger 

to the ideas expressed in Thomas Mann’s essay “The Sorrows and Grandeur of Richard 

Wagner” (Leiden und Größe Richard Wagners), Knappertsbusch was among those who 

signed an article condemning Mann that appeared in the Münchner Neuesten Nachrichten 

on 16/17 April 1933. In 1953, shortly after his Bayreuth conducting debut, 

Knappertsbusch wrote: “There is only one possibility of maintaining the greatness and 

the meaning of Bayreuth and its festivals in German culture – and this is in preserving the 

purity of the great legacy that Richard Wagner saw with the Bayreuth idea in the faithful 

style of performance.”26 According to Egon Voss, a scholar on Bayreuth festival 

conductors, Knappertsbusch equated the idea of a “faithful style of performance” with the 

Bayreuth tradition that he had learned under Siegfried Wagner and Hans Richter.27 Thus, 

even though Knappertsbusch had not conducted at Bayreuth before 1951, his approach 

was very much in keeping with the conducting style before the Second World War. 

  I turn now to a live recording made of Knappertsbusch conducting 

Götterdämmerung at the Bayreuth festival in 1957.28 Of the five different recordings of 

                                                
25 Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 58. 
26 “Es gibt nur eine Möglichkeit, die Größe und die deutsch-kulturelle Bedeutung 
Bayreuths und seiner Festspiele zu erhalten – und diese liegt in der Reinhaltung des 
großen Vermächtnisses, das Richard Wagner mit der Bayreuther Idee in der Stiltreue der 
Aufführung sah.” Quoted in Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 58. Voss in 
turn quotes from a letter written by Knappertsbusch on 13 April 1953. 
27 Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 58f. 
28 Hans Knappertsbusch (conductor), Richard Wagner: Götterdämmerung (Bayreuth 
1957), recorded at the Bayreuth Festival, August 18, 1957, Walhall, 2010, compact disc. 
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Siegfried’s Rhine Journey, Knappertsbusch’s is the slowest (quarter note equals 169 at m. 

48, hereafter referred to as “point A”).29 In general, Wagner’s contrapuntal writing is not 

very clear, and the tempo gets slower over time, which makes the playing sound labored. 

Knappertsbusch does however do a fine job bringing out the tenuto markings in the 

strings starting at m. 35. The overall feeling is festive and heroic. We find many of the 

same characteristics in Knappertsbusch’s reading of Siegfried’s Funeral March. While 

the starting tempo is the second fastest of the five recordings (quartet note equals 52 at m. 

1, hereafter “point X”), Knappertsbusch then makes extreme use of rubato, and the music 

starts to drag.30 Even so, the snarling quality of the strings starting at m. 1 is an especially 

nice effect. Overall, the heroic and tragic nature of the music begins to sound bombastic.   

 Now we turn to the live recording of Joseph Keilberth at the Bayreuth festival in 

1952.31 Keilberth conducted the Ring cycle at Bayreuth between 1952 and 1956; and, 

according to Voss, he took up and continued the Bayreuth tradition from before the 

Second World War.32 Keilberth was influenced by Felix Mottl, whose Wagner 

interpretations he encountered in Karlsruhe, where Keilberth worked for many years. 

Keilberth’s recording of Siegfried’s Rhine Journey is the fastest of the group (quarter 

note equals 217), and his interpretation has a lean, rhythmic sound. Unlike 

                                                
29 That is, the forty-eighth measure of Siegfried’s Rhine Journey. Refer to pg. 74 of the 
1982 Dover edition, the fourth measure of the second system. At this point, the french 
horns enter above pulsating eighth notes in the strings. This point corresponds with the 
following scenic note: “Hier muss der Vorhang soeben schnell herabgelassen worden 
sein.” 
30 I started counting measures from the marking “Feierlich.” At m. 1, the music changes 
to C minor, and the brass play chords in sixteenth notes at a fortissimo dynamic. See pg. 
521 in the 1982 Dover edition. 
31 Joseph Keilberth (conductor), Wagner: Der Ring des Nibelungen (Bayreuth 1952), 
recorded at the Bayreuth Festival, August 16, 1962, Archipel, 2003, compact disc. 
32 Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 63. 
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Knappertsbusch, the counterpoint is clear. Keilberth’s reading of Siegfried’s Funeral 

March is however more in keeping with Knappertsbusch’s, especially in its abundant use 

of rubato and in its tendency to get slower. The trumpet loses the pulse when it enters 

with the Siegfried motif at m. 27. Like Knappertsbusch, Keilberth draws a sinister, 

snarling sound from the strings starting at m. 1; and, at m. 30, he brings out the trills in 

the winds. At least in the funeral march, both Keilberth and Knappertsbusch present 

similar interpretations. 

 The next recording is of Karl Böhm at the Bayreuth festival in 1967, the year after 

Boulez conducted at Bayreuth for the first time.33 Böhm conducted the Ring cycle at 

Bayreuth between 1965 and 1967; and, as Voss explains, Wieland Wagner favored Böhm 

because the latter approached Wagner’s works from outside the Bayreuth tradition.34 

Böhm was a famous interpreter of Mozart’s work, and it was hoped that he would bring a 

Mozart-like clarity to Wagner. (Critics at the time believed that Böhm accomplished this 

task.) Voss also points out that Böhm was a close friend of Richard Strauss’ and that 

Böhm was likely influenced by the latter’s interpretations of Wagner, especially Strauss’ 

Parsifal at Bayreuth in 1933. Böhm reading of Siegfried’s Rhine Journey is on the slow 

side (quarter note equals 185 at point A). The strings are more prominent than in the 

other recordings, and at times the playing sounds labored. The dynamics are generally 

very loud, and Böhm’s reading is the most festive and heroic of the group. Böhm’s 

interpretation of Siegfried’s Funeral March is the slowest (quarter note equals 44), though 

he does speed up over the course of the movement. Böhm conveys a feeling of heroic 

                                                
33 Karl Böhm (conductor), Wagner: Götterdämmerung, recorded at the Bayreuth Festival, 
1967, Universal International Music B.V., 1973, compact disc.  
34 Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 61. 
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pomp throughout. In both numbers, Böhm attends closely to articulation and the 

contrapuntal writing, but the interpretation seems too heavy and dense to be considered 

Mozart-like.  

 I will now discuss the Boulez recording at Bayreuth in 1980.35 Boulez’s reading 

of Siegfried’s Rhine Journey is on the fast side (quarter note equals 207 at point A), and 

he manages to draw a sound from the orchestra that is both light and rhythmically 

exciting. Of all the recordings, the contrapuntal detail is the cleanest and clearest in the 

Boulez. Unlike the other recordings, Boulez for the most part avoids using rubato. 

Although Boulez’s interpretation is the least heroic and festive of the group, he has the 

most rhythmic intensity. The same characteristics are evident in the Boulez recording of 

Siegfried’s Funeral March. Boulez’s tempo is the fastest (quartet note equals 57 at point 

X), and there is very little use of rubato compared to the other conductors. If anything, 

the music tends to push forward. Boulez brings out the syncopation at m. 21, and the 

gradual tempo acceleration that follows is very effective. The trumpet entrance at m. 27 

sounds heroic, even if it isn’t stretched out like some of the other conductors do. The 

clarity of the scalar passages in the strings (m. 43 onwards) is especially impressive. 

Overall, the orchestral playing is much cleaner and focused than in the other recordings. 

The textures are also lighter and more transparent. The most outstanding difference 

between this recording and the others is the absence or minimal use of rubato. This gives 

Boulez’s interpretation a feeling of being stripped down to the essentials, of exposing the 

underlying skeleton of the music. Given the context of the other conductors who 

                                                
35 Pierre Boulez (conductor), Wagner: Der Ring des Nibelungen, recorded at the 
Bayreuth Festival, 1980, Decca Music Group Limited, 2006, compact disc. 
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appeared in Bayreuth after 1951, it is understandable that the audience and orchestral 

members were initially shocked and unsettled.  

 The final recording is of Daniel Barenboim at Bayreuth in 1992.36 After Sir Georg 

Solti (1983) and Peter Schneider (1984-1986), Daniel Barenboim (1988-1992) was the 

third conductor to conduct the Ring cycle at Bayreuth after Boulez. Whereas Boulez 

stripped away the many layers of tradition that had accumulated at Bayreuth over the 

years, exposing the music’s skeleton, Barenboim began to add new layers. Compared to 

Boulez, Barenboim uses much more rubato and expressive changes of tempo. There is 

also a larger range of dynamics, and crescendos and decrescendos are often more extreme 

and abrupt. Barenboim conveys the impression of musical gestures, and his conducting 

seems more emotionally dynamic. An example of such a gesture is the tenuto effect in the 

strings at m. 36 in Siegfried’s Rhine Journey, a gesture that reminds one of a similar 

moment in Knappertsbusch. Despite the greater interpretational liberties, Barenboim’s 

attention to contrapuntal detail is impressive, and the playing is focused and clean. The 

textures may be thicker than in Boulez, but the outlines are still as observable. In my 

opinion, while Boulez may have paved the way for a new way of interpreting Wagner, 

ultimately Barenboim’s approach seems more rewarding and engaging. 

  In sum, Boulez’s bare, unadorned conducting of Wagner achieved a sort of sonic 

“Entrümpelung,” a clearing out of tradition analogous to Wieland’s stagings. It was not 

until Pierre Boulez came along that Wieland found the right match for the “new sound” 

he had been looking for. As Wieland himself put it, Boulez is part of a group of “Latin 

conductors […] who brighten up Wagner’s dark works by means of the Mediterranean-

                                                
36 Daniel Barenboim (conductor), Götterdämmerung / Wagner, recorded at the Bayreuth 
Festival, 1992, Teldec, 1994, compact disc. 
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like clarté of their minds.” Although Wieland included a number of other conductors in 

this group – Arturo Toscanini, Victor de Sabata, Clemens Krauss, and Karl Böhm – I 

would argue that it was above all Boulez that manifested the following characteristics 

listed by Wieland with regard to the group: “less pedal, less pathos, no screaming, less 

thickness, and a subtle blending of sound.”37 

… 

 In this section I discuss Boulez’s vision of Wagner as it appears in his writing on 

the Bayreuth centennial Ring. I will start by focusing on the topic of revolution and the 

relationship between art and politics. I argue that Boulez approaches Wagner as an 

opportunity to condemn politically engaged music and to present himself as an artistic 

innovator removed from political thought and action. Whether or not this was a conscious 

decision on Boulez’s part, he uses both of these facets as a means to distance himself 

from the events and thinking of May 1968, whose influence nevertheless appears at every 

corner of his writing.      

Boulez’s thoughts on the subject of revolution and ideology in Wagner’s music 

are most clearly articulated in his essay “Time Re-explored” (Le temps re-cherché) 

included in the 1976 Rheingold program notes. Boulez provides two arguments against 

the idea that Wagner’s music expresses mid-nineteenth-century political revolutionary 

thought. He attacks those that see a simple connection between Wagner’s music and the 

                                                
37 “Ziel der heutigen Wagner-Interpretation sollte sein: weniger Pedal, weniger Pathos, 
kein Schrei, Entfettung und subtile Klangmischung. Das gelingt lateinischen Dirigenten 
besonders gut. Auch Karl Böhm möchte ich zu dieser Gruppe Dirigenten zählen, die das 
dunkle Werk Wagners durch mittelmeerische Clarté des Geistes aufhellen.” Quoted in 
Voss, Die Dirigenten der Bayreuther Festspiele, 60. The quotation is taken from a 
Wieland Wagner interview in Antoine Goléa, Gespräche mit Wieland Wagner (Salzburg: 
Salzburger Nachrichten V., 1968).  
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events of the composer’s life: “Nothing is more deluding and more deceptive than these 

simple comparisons [between Wagner’s works and the events of his life] and so, rather 

than refer constantly to Bakunin or Guillaume, to Marx or Krupp, we shall ignore them 

from the start.”38 Wagner’s music cannot be reduced to biographical details, for instance 

the fact that he participated in the Dresden uprising in 1848. Boulez’s second argument is 

that Wagner’s music cannot express anarchistic or radical democratic ideals since 

Wagner’s political ideology was – if anything – reactionary:  

“Throughout the Ring there is a counterpoint which is constantly enriched, by 
which I mean the counterpoint between ideology as such, which, in fact, becomes 
pessimistic and even reactionary, and the musical ideology, which provides the 
world with increasingly subversive ferments. The language of the musical 
revolution, the revolution of time, of structure, of hearing, of perception is 
opposed by the substance of the myths which testify to defeat and collapse, the 
return to the old order. If it is true – as Wagner says himself – that the Ring could 
never have been written had it not been for the revolution of 1848, if it is certain 
that the work’s point of departure is social criticism translated into the language 
of myths and allegories, it is not this revolutionary impulse which has 
automatically guided the revolutionary aspects of Wagner’s theater and above all 
his music.”39 

 
Boulez speaks of a counterpoint between Wagner’s progressive aspect as an artist and 

Wagner’s regressive or reactionary aspect as an ideologue. Boulez disassociates the word 

“revolutionary” from its political context, and argues that Wagner is revolutionary in 

terms of his music – more specifically, for revolutionizing aspects of time, structure, 

hearing, and perception. Boulez again makes the point that there is no simple relationship 

between Wagner’s musical theatrical innovations in the Ring and Wagner’s personal 

                                                
38 Boulez’s essay is reprinted along with an English translation in Boulez in Bayreuth. 
Pierre Boulez, “Time Re-explored,” in Boulez in Bayreuth (Baarn, Netherlands: 
Phonogram Internation, 1981): 24. 
39 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 32. 
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experiences during the Dresden uprising, even if the latter guided the conception of the 

libretto.    

 Boulez then approaches the subject of revolution in Wagner’s music from a 

different angle. He now interprets the word “revolution” to mean “political engagement,” 

and asks whether an artist’s political engagement should be seen as being intrinsic to the 

artwork: “[We are confronted] with this question: revolution and art – are they (to use 

Wagner’s own words) compatible, and if so in what way can they be? […] In other 

words, is the revolution extrinsic or intrinsic to the work?”40 Boulez wants to argue that 

political engagement is extrinsic, i.e. that it is imposed on the artwork from without – 

and, more importantly, that the intrinsic or internal properties of the work remain separate 

from and unaffected by its political content, whether this is imposed on it by the creator 

or by others after its creation. In arguing this position, Boulez adopts the language of the 

Frankfurt School, more specifically its critique of the culture industry. (Boulez’s adoption 

of the language of Adorno and Horkheimer aligns him with the leftist intelligentsia of the 

1968 generation, even if he is opposed to interpreting Wagner as a leftist revolutionary.) 

Alluding to the American protest song in general (Boulez does not name a performer), he 

argues that a musical work can have a politically subversive content but at the same time 

still make use of commercial clichés. In such cases, the music at best displays a sort of 

pseudo-individuality: “The product is at once put on the distribution circuit, evaluated as 

merchandise, and thus completely fails in the purpose which it was intended to fulfill by 

becoming a consumer product, quickly absorbed, quickly thrown away, and quickly 

                                                
40 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 32. 
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forgotten.”41 Without doubt, Boulez is also referring to the protest song in France, a genre 

that experienced a resurgence during the May events.42  

 For Boulez, Wagner’s music accomplishes what the protest song cannot, that is it 

overcomes the sameness of the culture industry. As Boulez puts it, Wagner created an 

artwork with “a completely new musical and dramatic structure”; and, in doing so, he 

defied the conventional system of producing opera during the nineteenth century, a 

system that has continued to exist up until this day: 

“[In the Ring] we have an endeavor to reorganize completely the structure of the 
worlds of the myth, of the drama, and of music. Naturally this reorganization has 
consequences for the principles of performance and for the inclusion of 
performance in social life. Proceeding from these consequences, it is easy to see 
that the Ring in particular refuses all contact with the usual mechanism of 
performance […]. The structure of the work makes it impossible to insert it into 
an ordinary context where the product sold is dependent on the daily distribution. 
Often enough, opera houses make one think of those cafés where, if one is seated 
near the counter, one may hear the waiters passing on their orders in a loud voice: 
‘One Carmen! One Walküre! And one Rigoletto!’ […] It was the structure of 
[this] system which he more radically rejected, the relation of the work to the 
public which such a structure implies. […] The performance of Wagner’s works 
implies the rejection of the norms which preceded them and of the conventions 
with which the performance of opera is encumbered; it demands a completely 
new musical and dramatic structure which he gradually gives it.”43 

 
Boulez uses the word “structure” in a very broad sense, and argues that Wagner not only 

“reorganized” the structure of music and drama in terms of its formal (i.e. compositional) 

features but also “radically rejected” the existing structure of music and drama with 

regard to its performance. (Boulez seems to interpret performance to mean the economic, 

technological, and social mechanisms of producing opera, and the effect that these 

                                                
41 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 32. 
42 For more on the protest song in France, see Eric Drott, “Music and May 1968 in 
France: practices, roles, representations,” in Music and Protest in 1968, ed. Beate 
Kutschke and Barley Norton (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013): 259f. 
43 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 25. 
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mechanisms have on the composer and on the viewer/listener. He does not appear to 

concern himself with the actual performers.) Returning to Boulez’s argument that 

Wagner overcomes the sameness of the culture industry, I would agree that Wagner 

challenged the existing formal, performance, economic, and social conventions of his 

time, and that his works – particularly the Ring – continue to put a great strain on today’s 

opera houses, but Boulez seems to turn a blind eye to how Wagner has become a 

commodity. Boulez must have anticipated the many records and VHS tapes of the 

Bayreuth centennial production that would sell, not to mention the mass production of 

recordings and books that already existed at this time.  

 After praising the radical and revolutionary nature of Wagner’s Ring cycle with 

regard to its formal, aesthetic, and performance innovations, Boulez returns to the issue 

of the work’s “ideological content.” (Boulez’s conception of ideology lacks clarity; and, 

though he speaks favorably of Wagner’s “artistic ideology,” Boulez dismisses any and all 

forms of political expression – whether by Wagner himself or by those interpreting 

Wagner’s works – as mere ideology. This distrust of ideology was a hallmark of the Cold 

War era.) Recall that Boulez thinks that Wagner is reactionary in terms of his political 

and social convictions, and that these convictions are “extrinsic” to the music. 

Elaborating on the relationship between Wagner’s music and political beliefs, Boulez 

argues that the music’s “artistically subversive nature” undermines – and even cancels 

out – the reactionary political ideas that Wagner sought to express in the Ring cycle:  

“Wagner offers us the exact opposite [of the American protest song, which has a 
subversive text but is reactionary in terms of its music]: the music is incapable, by 
its very existence, of containing the ideology which it is charged to transmit. […] 
It is thus [i.e. in the case of the American protest song] that reactionary music can 
correspond to a subversive text, and that a reactionary ideology is contradicted by 
subversive music. In spite of himself, Wagner was unable to escape this rule. For 
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this reason I often find the reactions toward his behavior incomprehensible. Do 
you find the ideology with which he tried to invest his music grotesque or even 
odious? Listen to his music, play it: it contradicts his purpose […]. The music’s 
fire purifies the bric-à-brac of the words. […] In that Europe of Marx and Engels 
where Wagner had hoped to play an ideological part, he did not cut a very 
brilliant figure; but the dramaturge, the musician Wagner offers a perpetual denial 
of Wagner the ideologist: on that plane he is and remains unrivalled and 
completely subversive.”44 

 
By treating the political content of Wagner’s Ring cycle as something external to the 

artwork, Boulez is able to argue that the music – i.e. the internal artistic and formal 

properties of the work – contradicts the content that is imposed on it from without. Thus, 

even though “Wagner did not cut a very brilliant figure” in terms of the political and 

social theory of the mid- to late-nineteenth century, his music transcends his other 

shortcomings. Boulez uses the metaphor of fire (“the music’s fire purifies the bric-à-brac 

of the words”) to describe how the innovative features of Wagner’s music “burn away” 

the inessential, derivative aspects of the work. In other words, Wagner’s music “purifies” 

the work’s ideological content and any political or ideological intentions that he might 

have had. This reasoning permits Boulez to defend Wagner’s music from accusations that 

it is ideologically suspect:  

“It is not at all surprising that two Jews, Mahler and Schoenberg, should be the 
most distinguished inheritors of the musical ideas of the most obtuse anti-Semite; 
for his musical heritage remains the privilege of those who can understand it, 
grasp and absorb it, while his ideological legacy went to Wolzogen and 
Chamberlain and – subsequent to their insipidity – was adopted by a political 
power, by no means insipid, which made use of the musical testimony as well as 
the ideological ambiguity to camouflage its tyrannical brutality. The political 
power of the Nazis would have existed anyway, with or without music; like all 
such political powers they looked for intellectual justifications and tried to base 
the “masterpieces of the national inheritance” on a certain historicity. In that case 
Wagner’s text offered itself as camouflage, but his music remained irrefrangible, 

                                                
44 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 32f. 
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and that is why it still lives although his ideology is already no more than a 
document.”45  

 
In addition to defending Wagner’s music from accusations that it was composed by an 

anti-Semite, Boulez defends the music from its subsequent appropriation by the Nazi 

party. As Boulez puts it, National Socialism would have existed with or without 

Wagner’s music. Boulez draws on his argument that the internal properties of the artwork 

remain wholly removed from the political and ideological content that are imposed on it, 

whether by the composer or by others. In other words, when the Nazis misappropriated 

Wagner’s music “to camouflage [their] tyrannical brutality,” it remained all the while 

“irrefrangible” – i.e. pure and unviolated. Boulez’s reasoning here is in keeping with the 

desire in West Germany at this time to keep cultural and political spheres separate. At 

least in this respect, Boulez’s attitude toward Wagner’s music reflects a specific historical 

moment within Cold War cultural politics.   

 Finally, we return to the question of how Boulez’s vision of Wagner relates to his 

own evaluation of the situation of contemporary music during the 1970s. From Boulez’s 

discussion of the American protest song, it is clear that he is dismissive of politically 

engaged music. Boulez is critical of the fact that protest songs frequently draw on 

existing (popular) musical traditions, a practice that was common during the May 1968 

events.46 Furthermore, he rejects the very possibility of music being able to convey a 

political message; and, in cases where the music accompanies a political text, the former 

                                                
45 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 33. 
46 See for instance Eric Drott’s discussion of the protest song “Le chant des barricades,” 
which is an example of the broader practice of writing new, topical lyrics to be sung to 
existing melodies. Drott, Music and May 1968 in France, 259. 
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remains separate from and “obstinately impervious” to the latter.47 Although Boulez does 

not mention any specific composers, he is surely aiming his attack at composers such as 

Luigi Nono and Hans Werner Henze. Like Boulez, Nono was active at the Darmstadt 

summer courses, until his departure in 1960; and, even though Nono wrote politically 

engaged works prior to 1968 (Intolleranza in 1961), he later composed works that made 

direct reference to the student protest movement – for example, Musica-Manifesto no. 1: 

Un volto, del mare – Non consumiamo Marx for voices and tape (1969), which contains 

recordings of protests in Venice in June 1968.48 Also present during the early years of the 

Darmstadt summer courses, Henze later moved to Italy in 1953; however, in 1967 Henze 

travelled to Berlin to meet Rudi Dutschke, the leader of the student movement in 

Germany. During the 1970s, Henze wrote music to accompany texts that drew attention 

to social injustice, for instance Voices for mezzo-soprano, tenor and chamber orchestra 

(1973).49  

If Boulez is so opposed to politically engaged music, why does he turn to Richard 

Wagner as a model for his conception of contemporary music? Boulez believes that 

Wagner’s music serves as an excellent example of the triumph of artistic innovation over 

political thought and action. In spite of the political content that Wagner and others 

attempted to impose on his music, his music remained all the while pure and inviolable.  

In place of the protest song and the politically engaged music of composers such 

as Nono and Henze, Boulez advocates artistic innovation removed from political ideas 

and deeds. This is Boulez’s own personal view of contemporary music, and he uses his 

                                                
47 Boulez, Time Re-explored, 32. 
48 Alastair Williams, Music in Germany since 1968 (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013): 31f. 
49 Williams, Music in Germany since 1968, 57-59. 
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vision of Wagner to support it. Given his new prestigious position as head of IRCAM and 

the recipient of lavish government subsidy, Boulez wished to cultivate the image of a 

politically disinterested artist.50  

… 

 A final aspect of Boulez’s vision of Wagner is that he sees Bayreuth and 

Wagner’s music as historical precedents for IRCAM and his own “new musical 

language.” This aspect is most clearly articulated in Boulez’s 1975 essay “Richard 

Wagner: The Man and the Works,” which was written at the same time that he and 

Chéreau were preparing the Bayreuth centennial Ring.51   

 In this 1975 essay, Boulez refers to Wagner’s “search for a total solution,” which 

followed from the latter’s dissatisfaction with existing musical practices during the mid-

nineteenth century. According to Boulez, Wagner knew that his works could never be 

properly performed and understood without fundamental changes in the musical world; 

and, this knowledge led Wagner to realize that he must create an institution where his 

works could be performed and where young singers could be taught to sing his music. 

Boulez adds that Wagner died too soon to accomplish these plans. Despite a “brilliant 

start,” Bayreuth was “soon to become a blindly conservative rather than an exploratory 

institution.”52  

                                                
50 See Georgina Born on the idea of the disinterested artist and how this image 
contributed to Boulez’s charismatic authority and institutional power. Born, Rationalizing 
Culture, 99f. 
51 Pierre Boulez, “Richard Wagner: The Man and the Works,” in Orientations: Collected 
Writings, ed. Jean-Jacques Nattiez (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986): 
223-230. The essay first appeared as a preface to a book on Wagner: Pierre Boulez, 
“Divergences: de l’être à l’oeuvre,” in Wagner: A Documentary Study, ed. Herbert Barth, 
Dietrich Mack, Egon Voss (London: Thames and Hudson, 1975).  
52 Boulez, Richard Wagner: The Man and the Works, 229. 
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 Although Boulez does not mention IRCAM by name in the 1975 essay, it is clear 

that he sees Bayreuth as a forerunner for his own musical research center. At this point in 

his career, Boulez was extremely critical of the situation of contemporary music; and, 

like Wagner, he believed in the need for a comprehensive solution in the form of an 

“exploratory institution.”53 Thus, when Boulez speaks of Bayreuth and Wagner’s desire 

to create a “new school” of singing and to educate young artists, it is not difficult to make 

the connection with IRCAM, which (at least initially) stressed education as much as 

research.     

 Finally, Boulez interprets Wagner’s discovery of a “new musical language” as a 

historical precedent for his own. Boulez describes Wagner’s musical language as follows:  

“[There is] a harmonic inventiveness also springing from his need for continuity, 
his ideal of endless transition. The further he advanced, the more closely he 
approached regions in which for long stretches the musical language lost its clear 
direction; and this uncertainty, the instability of passing resolutions and the 
discovery of twilight areas in which outlines become blurred, began increasingly 
to preoccupy his mind at the deepest level. He came to dissolve the immediate 
absolutes of musical language in order to discover an absolute both larger in scale 
and more striking in character, and to dissolve finite forms […].”54 

 
Boulez depicts Wagner not only as an explorer uncovering new territory, but also as a 

type of diligent researcher that gradually reveals a new truth. These are metaphors that 

Boulez often employs to describe himself, especially with regard to his serialist 

compositions. Like Wagner, Boulez sees himself as breaking with the existing musical 

language and “dissolving” previous “absolutes.” As Jean-Jacques Nattiez points out, 

Boulez’s descriptions of Wagner’s music can often be applied to Boulez’s own 

                                                
53 Georgina Born also points out this link between Bayreuth and IRCAM. See Born, 
Rationalizing Culture, 94. 
54 Boulez, Richard Wagner: The Man and the Works, 227. 
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compositions, for example “the ideal of endless transition” that Boulez finds in Tristan.55 

(When discussing his own music in the 1960 Darmstadt lecture “Time, Notation and 

Coding,” Boulez speaks of the transition between smooth and striated time, one that takes 

place along a continuum; and, Boulez later discovers a similar procedure in Tristan.)56 

Furthermore, Boulez uses Wagner as a model of the type of work that he wants to 

accomplish at IRCAM, i.e. the creation of new compositions informed by musical 

research on new sounds and technology. 

 

Reception of the Bayreuth Centennial Ring Cycle 

 This section looks at the reception of the Bayreuth centennial Ring in West 

German newspapers. I am interested in whether the reviewers pick up on Chéreau and 

Boulez’s two different visions of Wagner and if one vision seems to overshadow the 

other. Related to this, I will address whether each of the critics is open to and supportive 

of the staging’s exploration of political themes, specifically the idea of Wagner as a 

political revolutionary. Likewise, I ask if the reviews detect the different temporal levels 

at play in the stage and costume design, and whether the visual language’s heterogeneity 

results in confusion. Do the critics think that Chéreau’s staging was influenced by other 

productions outside of Bayreuth (e.g., Herz’s Ring in Leipzig)? Finally, how do reviewers 

respond to Boulez’s conducting? 

I limit my investigation of the reception of the Bayreuth centennial Ring to 

Rheingold. I am especially interested in the reviewer’s initial reaction, before the critics 

                                                
55 Jean-Jacques Nattiez, “On Reading Boulez,” in Orientations: Collected Writings, ed. 
Jean-Jacques Nattiez (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1986): 22. 
56 Nattiez, On Reading Boulez, 22. 
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have had a chance to respond to each other’s reviews. I also limit myself to only three 

West German periodicals: the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), the Süddeutsche 

Zeitung, and Die Zeit. The first two are the most respected daily newspapers at the 

national level (überregionale Zeitungen), and the third is the most prestigious weekly 

newspaper (Wochenzeitung). While the FAZ is more conservative in its outlook, the 

Süddeutsche Zeitung and Die Zeit are considered to take liberal, left-of-center positions.57 

As we shall see, the individual reviewers do not always align themselves with the general 

political position of their newspaper. 

We will begin with Dietmar Polaczek’s review in the FAZ. The youngest of the 

three critics considered here, Polaczek (1942-) was twenty-six years old at the height of 

the student protest movement in 1968, and at least in terms of his age would have been 

the most likely to share the same political and cultural points of view as Chéreau. 1976 

was the first year that Polaczek served as a music critic for the FAZ (he would do so until 

1981), and at this point in his career he was interested in researching the effect of 

National Socialism on intellectuals.58 In Polaczek’s review of Rheingold, entitled “The 

Bomb Had to Fall” (Die Bombe musste fallen), he likens Chéreau’s staging to the bombs 

that fell on Wahnfried near the end of the war.59 Shortly before the Chéreau premiere, the 

newly renovated Wahnfried was reopened as a museum and national archive, an occasion 

at which Wolfgang Wagner said: “I believe that the bomb had to fall!” (Ich glaube, die 

                                                
57 Steffi Boothroydn, “The Media Landscape,” in Modern Germany: Politics, Society and 
Culture, ed. Peter James (London; New York: Routledge, 1998): 138. 
58 In 1980, Polaczek contributed an essay on Richard Strauss in a volume entitled 
Intellektuelle im Bann des Nationalsozialismus. Dietmar Polaczek, “Richard Strauss – 
Thema und Metamorphosen,” in Intellektuelle im Bann des Nationalsozialismus, ed. Karl 
Corino (Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, 1980). 
59 Dietmar Polaczek, “Die Bombe musste fallen. Eröffnung in Bayreuth: Chéreau und 
Boulez provozieren,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, July 26, 1976. 
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Bombe musste hineinfallen!). Polaczek states that with these words, Wolfgang Wagner 

intended to say that the bombing of Wahnfried was a necessary catharsis or cleansing 

after the Nazi regime and its influence over the Bayreuth festival. Polaczek believes that 

the Chéreau Rheingold provides a similar sort of cathartic experience: “The new 

production by Patrice Chéreau […] likewise demonstrates a certain explosive force, 

whose damage cannot yet be estimated after the first night.”60 

Polaczek contextualizes Chéreau’s staging in terms of the speech given by Walter 

Scheel, president of the Federal Republic, at a preliminary event that took place the day 

before the Rheingold premiere. In this speech, President Scheel distanced himself from 

the Bayreuth festival and spoke of the festival’s role in Nazi politics. He attacked the 

festival’s sacred reputation and how it precluded the possibility of critical thought. Scheel 

concluded by praising the two Wagner brothers for demythologizing the festival and 

turning it into a workshop for theater. Polaczek describes the horror and outrage of the 

crowd, which consisted mainly of conservative politicians and faithful devotees of the 

festival: “Scheel’s speech […] had the effect of a cold shower. Murmuring could be 

heard, angry whispering […].”61 Polaczek explains that the ideas expressed in Scheel’s 

speech were by no means new at this time, but the fact that the president articulated them 

at such an important occasion made the speech a truly significant historical event for the 

Bayreuth festival and for West Germany at large. Scheel was not afraid to break the taboo 

                                                
60 “Die Neuinszenierung Patrice Chéreaus […] zeigt ebenfalls eine gewisse Sprengkraft, 
deren Gewalt nach dem ersten Abend noch nicht so recht abzuschätzen ist.” Polaczek, 
Die Bombe musste fallen. 
61 “Scheels Festansprache […] wirkte wie eine kalte Dusche. Murren wurde laut, 
empörtes Geraune […].” Polaczek, Die Bombe musste fallen. 
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of speaking about the festival’s function during the Nazi regime; and, in doing so, he 

broke the silence at Bayreuth over the Nazi past. 

    Polaczek is supportive of Scheel’s ideas and also of Chéreau’s staging, though 

he is a little unsettled by some of the latter’s style elements. Polaczek identifies three 

different temporal levels in Chéreau’s Rheingold: “the distant, mythical past of the plot; 

the Gründerzeit in which the work was created; and the present day in which the work is 

performed.”62 We may note all three temporal levels in Polaczek’s description of the gods 

as they appear in Chéreau’s staging: “The gods appear as white-collar criminals in frock 

coats, though they also wear red velvet capes draped over this. Perhaps the capes are an 

allusion to Wagner’s appetite for expensive things and the luxurious sleeping gowns that 

he liked to wear when composing.”63 In addition to the nineteenth-century frock coat, the 

cape suggests not only Wagner’s time period but also a mythical past, which in turn 

contrasts with the gods’ modern-day appearance of being elegant gangsters. Another 

example is Loge, who “appears in a mask as a mixture of Mephisto, Franz Liszt, and 

Joseph Goebbels. He [Loge] is an astute, hunchbacked high priest of propaganda with a 

limp and who wears black clothes. He cannot hide his lustfulness, always plays the role 

of messenger and seducer for his lordly master, blows kisses, and folds his arms in an 

                                                
62 “[Es gibt drei Zeitschichten]: die mythische Vorzeit der Handlung, die Gründerzeit, in 
der das Werk entstand, und die Gegenwart der Werkvermittlung […].” Polaczek, Die 
Bombe musste fallen. The Oxford-Duden German Dictionary defines “Gründerzeit,” or 
“Gründerjahre,” as the “period (1871-1873) when many industrial firms were founded in 
Germany.”  
63 “Die Götter zeigen sich als White-Collar-Gangster im Gehrock – allerdings (vielleicht 
eine Anspielung auf Wagners Prunksucht und seine luxuriösen Schlafröcke, in denen 
allein er komponieren zu können glaubte) mit übergeworfenem rotem Samtumhang 
[…].” Polaczek, Die Bombe musste fallen. 
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arrogant manner.”64 Though not an aspect that I picked up on when viewing the DVD and 

photographs of Rheingold, Polaczek states that Loge was made to look like Adolf Hitler’s 

minister of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels. Thus, in Loge’s case, the visual reference to 

the present also includes the recent past, which many in the audience had experienced 

and would have remembered. Polaczek finds other, less explicit instances where 

Chéreau’s staging seems to allude to the Nazi period. For example, the underground 

“pilaster hall” (Pilasterhalle) of Nibelheim reminds Polaczek of Albert Speer’s 

monumental architectural style. In other words, Polaczek is suggesting that Chéreau 

carries out a task similar to Scheel’s speech. That is, Chéreau draws the audience’s 

attention to the recent Nazi past, thereby breaking the silence at Bayreuth over this past.    

There are some aspects of Chéreau’s staging that Polaczek does not like, in 

particular the heterogeneity of the production style. Polaczek describes the disorienting 

shift from the “downright concrete, realistic depiction of the Rhinemaidens’ seductive 

teasing” (die recht handgreiflichen Verführungsneckereien der Rheintöchter) to the 

symbolic representation of the ring, whose shape is outlined by a spotlight when Alberich 

renounces love and when he curses the ring. Polaczek refers to the production style as a 

“patchwork of heterogeneous style elements” (eine Klitterung heterogener Stilelemente), 

which has a negative connotation.65 It seems a bit strange or contradictory that Polaczek 

                                                
64 “[Loge] erscheint in einer Maske als Mischung aus Mephisto, Franz Liszt und 
Goebbels: ein buckliger, hinkender schwarzgewandeter, wendiger Hohepriester der 
Propaganda, der seine Geilheit nicht verbergen kann, stets nur eine Rolle als Verkünder-
Verführer seines göttlichen Herrn spielt, Handküsse wirft, herrisch die Arme 
verschränkt.” Polaczek, Die Bombe musste fallen. 
65 Polaczek uses the word “Klitterung” (from “klittern”), which has a negative 
connotation and means “a work that has been patched together” or “something that has 
been misrepresented.” For example, “Gechichtsklitterung” means a “deliberately biased 
account of history.” 
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likes Chéreau’s juxtaposition of different temporal layers but that he disapproves of the 

use of contrasting modes of representation (i.e. both realism and symbolism).   

The issue of heterogeneous style elements brings us back to the connection that 

Polaczek makes between Chéreau’s Rheingold and the bombs that fell on Wahnfried. 

Polaczek frequently uses the word “style rupture” (Stilbruch) to describe Chéreau’s 

staging, which suggests that the latter has an explosive force akin to a bomb. Recall how 

Wolfgang Wagner spoke of the bombing of Wahnfried as a necessary catharsis or 

cleansing after the Nazi period. Polaczek is in favor of accomplishing a similar sort of 

catharsis by means of critical stagings. Over the course of Polaczek’s review, it becomes 

clear that he is more supportive of some aspects than others of Chéreau’s Rheingold. 

Polaczek seems especially open to Chéreau’s juxtaposition of different temporal layers 

since it provides the opportunity to openly acknowledge the Nazi past. This 

acknowledgment is at the heart of the catharsis that he seeks. Polaczek wants a staging 

that, like President Scheel’s speech, will break the silence at Bayreuth over the past. This 

is what Polaczek has in mind when he makes the following conclusion at the end of his 

review: “Bayreuth is truly no longer a sacred temple but a place of critical discussion.”66 

He does not however want a production that will damage what he perceives to be the core 

of Wagner’s work. Polaczek desires a staging that adheres to a single production style or 

mode of theatrical representation. For him, such stylistic continuity is an indispensible 

necessity for staging Wagner. 

What does Polaczek have to say about Boulez’s conducting? He praises Boulez 

and the orchestra’s “remarkable inconspicuousness” (auffallende Unauffälligkeit) and 

                                                
66 “Bayreuth, wahrhaftig, ist kein Weihetempel mehr, sondern Ort der Auseinander-
setzung.” Polaczek, Die Bombe musste fallen.  
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how Boulez conducts “without pathos” (ohne Pathos). Polaczek describes the orchestra’s 

sound as follows: “The sound has a Mozart-like transparency, and never covers up the 

singers, which makes the text easier to hear and understand. Boulez avoids making the 

leitmotifs too pronounced.”67 Recall how these were the qualities that Wieland Wagner 

preferred and that he associated with the idea of the “Latin conductor.” Like Wieland, 

Polaczek prefers this clean, lighter sound that is unburdened by excessive emotion and 

solemnity. 

A final point to make about Polaczek’s review is that he thinks that Chéreau’s 

greatest influence is the Ring that was staged by Christian Heising and Hans Christian 

Enzensberger at the Munich Kammerspiele in 1971. This Ring was performed as a piece 

of spoken theater, and interpreted the cycle as a parable about society during the time in 

which Wagner was composing his work. Polaczek argues that Heising’s 1971 Ring 

influenced many subsequent Ring cycles, including Ulrich Melchinger in Kassel (1970-

1974), Joachim Herz in Leipzig (1973-1976), and Götz Friedrich in London (1974-1976). 

Polaczek makes it clear that he thinks that Chéreau’s use of the nineteenth century is not 

influenced by Herz in East Germany but rather by Heising in Munich.          

In sum, though clearly impressed by Boulez’s conducting, Polaczek seems to pick 

up on Chéreau’s vision of Wagner more than that of Boulez. Polaczek focuses on 

Chéreau’s exploration of political themes, in particular the idea of Wagner as a political 

revolutionary figure (e.g., Wagner’s negative depiction of the gods) and Chéreau’s visual 

references to the Nazi past. However, Polaczek does not appear to notice Chéreau’s 

                                                
67 “Der Klang ist […] von mozartischer Durchsichtigkeit, deckt die Sänger nie zu, was 
der Textverständlichkeit zugute kommt, verzichtet auf die plakative Leitmotivprotzerei 
[…]. Polaczek, Die Bombe musste fallen. 
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ambivalence and critical stance toward certain aspects of revolutionary thought; and, he 

would most likely argue that Chéreau’s reading is in keeping with May 1968 thinking. 

Polaczek is not offended by Chéreau’s interpretation and seems supportive of its 

conceptual ideas, especially the consideration of the Nazi past. He is nevertheless uneasy 

about Chéreau’s use of heterogeneous style elements. In general, Polaczek shares many 

of the same beliefs as Chéreau; and, in both cases, these beliefs point to a mentality 

grounded in the 1968 student protest movement. For example, both Polaczek and 

Chéreau stress the importance of confronting the Nazi past, and both are distrustful of 

authority (Polaczek criticizes conservative politicians for remaining silent about the past.) 

Similarly, both draw attention to the fact that Wagner was an anti-Semite, and believe 

that the Ring cycle is a parable about how power results in corruption.  

… 

Heinz Josef Herbort provides a much different reading of Chéreau’s staging. He 

does not seem to be interested in the political themes in Wagner’s works, nor in 

discussing the Nazi past or the political climate of the present. He makes no mention of 

President Scheel’s speech. 

Born in 1932, Herbort was forty-four years old when he wrote his review on 

Chéreau’s Ring for Die Zeit. Unlike Polaczek and Chéreau, Herbort was already a mature 

adult at the time of the student protest movement. Herbort had served as a music critic for 

Die Zeit since 1964, and was especially interested in new music and opera staging (he 

later became a professor of music theater at the University of Hamburg.) 

Unlike the other reviews considered here, which are limited to Rheingold, Herbort 

writes about both Rheingold and Walküre. Herbort’s review also appears four days later 
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than those by Polaczek and Kaiser, which means that he has had time to consider the 

other reviews. Also, unlike the others, Herbort’s review shows how he changes his 

opinion of Chéreau over time. Though at first reserved and a little dismissive of 

Rheingold, Herbort is then very complimentary of Walküre. 

Herbort’s evaluation of Rheingold has many of the same types of comments that 

we will later see in reviews of Berghaus’s Ring in Frankfurt. Though ostensibly praising 

Chéreau’s open-mindedness, Herbort implies that Chéreau is naïve and a bit cold and that 

his production style is fragmentary and in danger of undermining the work’s coherence: 

“[Chéreau’s Rheingold] is a heterogeneous tangle of […] individual scenes, […] 
with superficial boulevard effects. [One breathes a] sigh of relief over the 
unprejudiced, open-minded nonchalance and the innocent, naïve casualness with 
which the French director-whiz kid Patrice Chéreau, his scenic designer Richard 
Peduzzi, and the costume designer Jacques Schmidt disregard the rigid constraints 
of stage tradition, philological rigor, genius worship, and artistic quibbles and 
provide entertaining theater. A moment of breathlessness follows when one 
considers how Chéreau will keep up the pace, tie together the heterogeneous 
elements, and give meaning to the larger whole – that is, make a Ring from the 
separate parts.”68 

 
There is also a sense of uneasiness in Herbort’s voice when he refers to the spectacle-

oriented nature of the production (“the superficial boulevard effects”) and how Chéreau 

turns Wagner’s music drama into “entertaining theater.” Again, these are comments that 

                                                
68 “[Chéreaus Rheingold ist] ein heterogenes Gewirr von […] Einzelszenen, […] mit 
vordergründigen Boulevard-Effekten. In das Aufatmen über die vorurteilslose 
Nonchalance und die unschuldige Burschikosität, mit der der französische Regie-
Senkrechtstarter Patrice Chéreau, sein Bühnenbildner Richard Peduzzi und der 
Kostümdesigner Jacques Schmidt sich über die einengenden Schranken von 
Bühnentradition und Philologenfleiß, von Genie-Fetischismus und Interpreten-
Spitzfindigkeit hinwegsetzen und unterhaltsames Theater machen, kommt ein leichtes 
Stocken bei der Überlegung, wie denn das Tempo wohl zu halten, wie die Heterogenität 
zu binden, wie dem Ganzen ein Sinn zu geben sei – wie also ein Ring daraus werden 
könnte.” Heinz Josef Herbort, “Götter als Großbürger,” Die Zeit, July 30, 1976. 
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we will encounter in the reception of Berghaus’s Ring. In Chéreau’s case, these qualities 

are attributed to the fact that he is French, young, and relatively inexperienced. 

 By the time that Herbort discusses Walküre in his review, his tone has become 

much more positive. Though Herbort again mentions the heterogeneity of the production 

style, he now speaks of how he is able to find general tendencies and “linking 

mechanisms” (Kopplungs-mechanismen). Herbort argues that Chéreau adheres to a “kind 

of temporal and spatial pluralism” (eine Art zeitlich-räumlichen Pluralismus), and 

explains that the effect is one of a “constant reciprocal interpenetration of the present, 

past, and future” (eine dauernde gegenseitige Durchdringung von Gegenwart, 

Vergangenheit und Zukunft). Herbort adds that the past for Chéreau is “the mythology of 

Grimm” and the period in which Wagner composed his work; the present is Chéreau’s 

application of “current social theory” (aktuelle Gesellschaftstheorie); and, the future is 

“the no longer so unrealistic science fiction” (die gar nicht mehr so unwirkliche Science-

fiction). Though Herbort alludes in a vague way to contemporary social theory (whose 

theory?), he does not refer to actual current events in West Germany. Similarly, despite 

the fact that he speaks of the mutual relationship of the past and present, he does not 

bring up the recent Nazi past. For Herbort, the fusion of past, present, and future occurs 

in an aesthetic realm removed from actual events. His examples show the same tendency. 

For instance, Herbort describes the Nibelungs as “mythological beings” (mythologische 

Fabelwesen) who carry around the gold in plastic bags. What about the mining helmets 

and headlamps, which – according to Dietmar Polaczek – makes them look like exploited 

immigrant workers (Gastarbeiter)? Similarly, Herbort depicts Loge as a “Hoffmann-like 
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court jester” (ein hoffmannesker Hofnarr), with no mention of events during Wagner’s 

time or in the present. 

 Herbort initially responds to Boulez’s conducting with a similar sort of 

uneasiness, but – as with Chéreau’s staging – he ultimately comes to the conclusion that 

he likes the conducting. He writes that he was captivated by Boulez’s “almost 

schizophrenic version,” adding that he was especially shocked by how Boulez at times 

treated the orchestra as accompaniment. At such moments, states Herbort, it was as if 

Boulez wanted the staging to take precedence over the music. Yet, this approach to the 

score enabled a whole new set of musical parameters to be explored: “[…] It is during 

these intervals [when the dynamics and density of the music are kept to a minimum] that 

Boulez uncovers the music’s inner structures, sets the terrace-like blocks side by side and 

on top of each other, brings out inner voices, layers colors, and contrasts rhythms.”69 

Herbort however does not want to give the impression that Boulez’s conducting is cold 

and overly intellectual. He praises the “human” quality of the music, and draws attention 

to those moments when the music becomes more flexible and is no longer kept to a quiet 

dynamic: “On the other hand, Boulez surprises us with an abundance of tempos, dynamic 

explosions, expressive buildups, precise accents, and subtle changes of color […].”70 It is 

the contrast between these two different modes of conducting – the structural, unadorned 

approach versus the more flexible, expressive one – that Herbort finds most rewarding. 

                                                
69 “[…] Gerade in diesen zurückgenommenen Phasen legt Boulez das Innere, die Faktur 
der Musik frei, setzt terrassenartig Blöcke neben- und übereinander, hilft Nebenlinien aus 
ihrem Versteck, schichtet Farben, kontrastiert Rhythmen.” Herbort, Götter als 
Großbürger. 
70 “Zum anderen überrascht er mit einer Fülle von Zeitmaßen, dynamischen Explosionen, 
expressiven Ballungen, präzisen Akzenten und sensiblen Schattierungen […].” Herbort, 
Götter als Großbürger. 
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 Who does Herbort think was Chéreau’s greatest influence? Herbort does not 

mention the Ring cycles outside of Bayreuth (e.g., Munich, Kassel, Leipzig), but he does 

allude to the 1972 Bayreuth production of Götz Friedrich’s Tannhäuser. Herbort argues 

that both Chéreau’s cycle and Friedrich’s Tannhäuser are among the most important 

productions to take place at Bayreuth after Wieland Wagner. Given that Herbort avoids 

discussing the political themes of Chéreau’s stagings, it seems odd that he places Chéreau 

alongside Friedrich, whose controversial productions were known for their political 

engagement. 

 In sum, Herbort focuses more on the aesthetic and stylistic features of Chéreau’s 

Ring and less on the political content. In doing so, Herbort is more in keeping with 

Boulez’s vision of Wagner (and of Wagner staging). Like Boulez, Herbort is primarily 

interested in Wagner the artistic revolutionary and not in Wagner the political 

revolutionary. Similarly, Herbort seems to suggest that Wagner’s works exist in an 

aesthetic and formal realm removed from actual political and social events. Though 

Herbort likes Chéreau’s stagings, he gives the impression of being oblivious to and/or 

uninterested in Chéreau’s exploration of political themes in Wagner and their 

contemporary relevance in West Germany. 

… 

 The third review considered here is by Joachim Kaiser and appeared in the 

Süddeutsche Zeitung. Unlike the other two reviews, Kaiser for the most part strongly 

disapproves of both Chéreau’s staging and Boulez’s conducting. In terms of attending to 

the political themes in Wagner’s work and Chéreau’s staging, Kaiser falls somewhere 

between Polaczek and Herbort. While Kaiser is dismissive of references to the present in 
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Chéreau’s Rheingold, he does seem open to the possibility of interpreting Wagner’s work 

as an allegory of the political and social realities during the time in which Wagner was 

composing. 

 Born in 1928, Kaiser is the oldest of the three reviewers I have selected to discuss 

here. At the time of the 1968 student protest movement, Kaiser had already received his 

doctorate at Tübingen and was an established music and theater critic for the Süddeutsche 

Zeitung. Unlike the other critics, Kaiser had a longer history of reviewing stagings at the 

Bayreuth festival, including those by Wieland Wagner. 

 At the beginning of his review, Kaiser mentions the audience’s polarized 

response, the mixture of “enthusiastic applause” and “agitated booing.”71 He remarks that 

the reaction was “completely appropriate,” suggesting that his own response was mixed. 

The other two reviews noted a similar sort of response in the audience; but, unlike them, 

Kaiser ultimately sides with those members of the audience who give voice to their 

disapproval of Chéreau’s staging. 

 Kaiser has only one positive thing to say about Chéreau’s Rheingold. He argues 

that at its best moments, Chéreau’s staging is a “theatrical antithesis” to conventional 

opera staging, in particular the latter’s use of unnatural operatic gestures and its 

inclination toward “abstraction” and exaggeration. Kaiser adds that this conventional 

approach has been evident at Bayreuth up until now. (He is most likely referring to 

Wolfgang Wagner’s productions, since Wieland Wagner was very careful to avoid 

conventional operatic gestures.) Kaiser thinks that this aspect of Chéreau’s staging, the 

direction of the singer-actors, was particularly successful. 

                                                
71 Joachim Kaiser, “Romantisches Panoptikum aus Macht und Märchen. Das Rheingold, 
inszeniert von Patrice Chéreau,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, July 26, 1976. 
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 After complimenting this one facet of Chéreau’s staging, Kaiser proceeds to list 

all the features that he does not like. Referring to scene one of Rheingold, Kaiser accuses 

Chéreau of staging his own commentary on the Ring and not the actual plot of Wagner’s 

work: “What Chéreau offered there was less a staging of the plot than a scenic 

commentary and rendering of a hypothesis based on the plot […]. A hypothesis […] that 

one can make about the ‘actual’ or ‘true’ meaning of the beginning of Rheingold, but 

which would be more fitting in an essay and not on the stage.”72 Kaiser is alluding to the 

hydroelectric dam and how the Rhine maidens appear as prostitutes in Chéreau’s staging. 

When Kaiser uses the word “hypothesis,” he means that Chéreau provides an 

interpretation that does not literally appear in the libretto or in the scenic description of 

Rheingold. While this aspect of Kaiser’s observation is true, he loses sight of the fact that 

any and every staging is an interpretive act. The “actual meaning” of Rheingold does not 

exist in a realm removed from interpretation. Admittedly, some directors take more 

interpretational liberties than others. 

 A point to which Kaiser repeatedly returns is the relationship between the music 

and the staging. He describes the relationship as exhibiting a “fatal or unfortunate 

reversal” (eine fatale Gegenläufigkeit), by which he means that there is an inverse 

relationship between Boulez’s conducting and Chéreau’s staging. That is, so long as 

Chéreau’s staging is “cold” and “alienating,” as in scene one of Rheingold, Boulez’s 

conducting is nuanced and exciting. Yet, as Chéreau begins to draw the audience into the 

                                                
72 “Was Chéreau da bot, war nämlich weniger eine Inszenierung des Vorgangs, als die 
szenische Kommentierung und Ausführung einer Hypothese zu diesem Vorgang […]. 
Einer Hypothese […], die man […] über die ‘eigentliche’ Bedeutung des Rheingold-
Anfangs aufstellen kann: nur dann eben doch besser in einem Essay als auf der Bühne.” 
Kaiser, Romantisches Panoptikum. The word “Vorgang” refers to the plot events of scene 
one of Rheingold.  
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plot with his staging, Boulez treats Wagner’s score as “background music,” and the 

orchestra’s sound becomes dull and too thin. Kaiser describes the music during scenes 

three and four as follows: “In the Nibelheim scene, Boulez seemed merely to refer to the 

score in a vague sort of way, instead of bringing out the dynamics and the dynamic nature 

of the music. Also, in terms of Boulez’s conducting, the ending of Rheingold had much 

too little emotional persuasiveness.”73 In other words, Kaiser thinks that Wagner’s music 

is in danger of becoming – or indeed actually becomes – a soundtrack for what appears 

on the stage. The music loses its ability to stand apart from and against the staging; the 

former merely mirrors the latter. Though Kaiser does not come out and say so, he seems 

to imply that the music should take precedence over the visual elements of the staging. 

For Kaiser, Wagnerian music drama is about the primacy of the music. Moreover, Kaiser 

wants an orchestral sound that is heavier and more solemn. For instance, he complains 

that Boulez did not bring out “the thundering pushing and shoving of the giants.” In sum, 

Boulez’s conducting contradicts what Kaiser is accustomed to, more specifically the 

“Bayreuth sound” that Boulez seeks to leave behind. 

 Who or what does Kaiser believe to be Chéreau’s greatest influence? I have 

already discussed the fact that Kaiser refers to Chéreau’s Rheingold as a “theatrical 

antithesis” to conventional opera staging, which suggests that Chéreau draws his 

inspiration from the theatrical world. Kaiser never mentions a specific person or 

production that he thinks influenced Chéreau’s Rheingold. He does however make a 

connection between Chéreau and “modern directors who tend nowadays to actualize the 

                                                
73 “In der Nibelheim-Szene schien Boulez bloß noch auf die Partitur hinzuweisen, statt 
ihre Dynamik auszuführen. Und auch das Rheingold-Ende bot, von Boulez her, allzu 
wenig emotionale Überzeugungskraft.” Kaiser, Romantisches Panoptikum. 
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great works [i.e. canonical works] by means of the tension between multiple visual and 

temporal layers.”74 Kaiser sees this “tension” at work in Chéreau’s Rheingold, more 

specifically the tension between a “fairy tale with a mythological background” and a “a 

model of early capitalistic and at the same time nostalgic patterns of behavior.” Kaiser 

adds that this tension was effective in the second scene, in particular when Wotan 

appeared in the frock coat of a nineteenth-century industrialist but then put on a red cape 

over this that made him look like a mythological figure. Though Kaiser likes this one 

example, he is in general dismissive of such tensions, which he considers disorienting 

and to distract attention away from the music. 

 To what extent is Kaiser supportive of Chéreau’s exploration of political themes 

in Rheingold? When he discusses the tension between myth and political allegory in 

Chéreau’s staging, Kaiser remarks that such an allegorical interpretation is nothing new – 

George Bernard Shaw had already provided such a reading at the end of the nineteenth 

century. While Kaiser does not openly praise the political allegorical interpretation of 

Rheingold, he does seem receptive to reading the myth in terms of the political and social 

events during Wagner’s lifetime. At one point in the review, Kaiser even refers to 

Rheingold as the clearest expression of Wagner’s “reform ideas,” these being not only 

aesthetic but also social and political in nature. However, Kaiser is by no means 

supportive of Chéreau’s references to the present. He is not even willing to mention 

them; and, when he does, he dismisses them as “commentary.” He also makes no 

reference to the Nazi past, nor to President Scheel’s speech. One gets the impression that 

                                                
74 “Moderne Regie tendiert heute dazu, Meisterwerke mit Hilfe der Spannung zwischen 
mehreren Bild- und Zeitmustern zu aktualisieren.” Kaiser, Romantisches Panoptikum. I 
translate the word “Regie,” literally “direction” or  “directing,” as “directors” here. 
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Kaiser’s fixation on the “actual meaning” of Rheingold is a way to avoid talking about 

the uncomfortable aspects of the recent past and present.     

What Kaiser finds most disturbing about this Rheingold, even more so than 

Chéreau’s conceptual ideas, are Richard Peduzzi’s scenic designs. One of the sections in 

the review is labeled “a production burdens itself with its scenic design” (eine 

Inszenierung belastet sich mit ihrem Bühnenbild). The review itself bears the title “a 

picturesque, romantic cabinet of curiosities” (ein pittoreskes romantisches Panoptikum), 

which Kaiser does not intend to be taken as a compliment. He explains: “One sat there 

baffled by the stage design and its silly, arbitrary conceptual peculiarities, which at best 

could be considered ‘interesting.’”75 Kaiser cannot find any sort of coherency or 

connection between the different stage sets. In his opinion, what remains is a series of 

vivid, albeit disconnected images. 

 Kaiser concludes that Chéreau and Peduzzi’s Rheingold undermined Wagner’s 

work: “The cold abundance of the spectacular triumphed over Wagner’s many-voiced 

force of nature in this Bayreuth production.”76 He adds that Chéreau is a “director who 

tries to avoid Wagner’s profound simplicities, idyll, and secrets.”77 His final comment is 

that the fate of this centennial Ring is dependent not on the reaction of the “old devotees 

of the Bayreuth public,” but rather on whether Chéreau and Boulez will be able to realize 

their ideas without “arbitrarily eliminating the prescribed demands of Wagner’s score.” In 

                                                
75 “Verblüfft saß man einer albern-willkürlichen Bühnenbild-Konzeptionsverirrung 
gegenüber, die höchstens als ‘interessant’ zu klassifizieren wäre.” Kaiser, Romantisches 
Panoptikum. 
76 “Die kalte Fülle des Spektakulären [siegte] über Wagners allstimmige Naturgewalt in 
dieser Bayreuth-Inszenierung.” Kaiser, Romantisches Panoptikum. 
77 “[Chéreau ist] ein Regisseur, der Wagners schwere Einfachheiten, Idylle, 
Heimlichkeiten zu umgehen sucht.” Kaiser, Romantisches Panoptikum. 
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other words, the final verdict on Chéreau’s Ring comes down to the question of work 

fidelity, whether the production is faithful to Wagner’s work. This preoccupation with 

fidelity is a throwback to the early days of postwar Bayreuth, when attention to the literal 

details of the music and text was a way to avoid talking about the present and the Nazi 

past. 

 In summary, Kaiser is critical of both Chéreau and Boulez’s visions of Wagner. 

Unlike Boulez, Kaiser thinks that Wagner’s music is in danger of being undermined by – 

and actually becomes background music to – Chéreau’s staging. In other words, the 

music does not exist in a realm removed from Chéreau’s interpretation. Similarly, Kaiser 

is dismissive of Chéreau’s vision that the Ring is an allegory and critique of the power 

structures underlying the modern state. While Kaiser is open to the possibility of reading 

Rheingold as an allegory about the social and political realities during Wagner’s life, he 

is decidedly against references to the Nazi past and the present.



       

 221 

Chapter Five                                                                                                                   
The Frankfurt Ring Cycle (1985-1987): Wagner as Text and Historical Process, The 

Re-intensification of the Cold War during the 1980s 
 
 This chapter looks at the multiple views of Wagner in the Frankfurt Ring cycle 

(1985-1987). Ruth Berghaus, an East German director working in West Germany, 

interprets Wagner in terms of a tradition of epic theater and historical materialism. In 

contrast, the dramaturge Klaus Zehelein approaches Wagner as a text among other texts. 

Along with deemphasizing the significance of the author-composer, Zehelein shifts 

attention away from the idea of Wagner as a political revolutionary figure and Wagner’s 

anti-Semitism toward aspects of language, textuality, and representation. 

 The two German states experienced some important changes during the 1980s 

(see chapter one). After a period of détente in the 1970s, the Cold War re-intensified in 

the early 1980s. West Germany switched to a conservative CDU-FDP coalition, putting 

an end to an era of optimistic reform. CDU politicians like Chancellor Helmut Kohl 

called for a positive revision of German history in order to foster a sense of strong FRG 

national identity. In the GDR, First Secretary Erich Honecker practiced a policy of 

cultural and political Abgrenzung. This did not, however, stop him from accepting sizable 

loans from West Germany, and the two German economies remained closely connected. 

Though Honecker had actively encouraged artistic experimentation in the early 1970s, 

the cultural policy became increasingly repressive in the mid- to late 1970s, especially 

after the expulsion of the poet-singer Wolf Biermann in 1976. In the late 1970s and 

1980s, a large number of artists and intellectuals were forced to leave the country, 

resulting in an enormous drain of East German talent.  
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In addition to exploring the different views of Wagner in the Frankfurt Ring, I 

discuss how the reception of this production in West German newspapers reflects the re-

intensification of the Cold War during the 1980s. I also compare and contrast the 

Frankfurt Ring with Ruth Berghaus’ staging of Rheingold at the Staatsoper in East Berlin 

in 1979. 

... 

 I will now introduce the members of the Frankfurt production team. Born in 

Dresden in 1927, the director Ruth Berghaus was initially trained as a dancer and 

choreographer under Gret Palucca at the Palucca School in Dresden.1 Berghaus met 

Bertold Brecht when she attended rehearsals at the Berliner Ensemble between 1951 and 

1953; and, his works and ideas influenced her throughout her career. In 1954, Berghaus 

married the composer Paul Dessau. In 1964, Berghaus made her debut at the Berliner 

Ensemble as a choreographer for Brecht’s Coriolan, and her battle scene for this 

production was widely praised. In 1968, she staged Peter Weiss’ Viet-Nam-Diskurs there. 

When Helene Weigel died in 1971, Berghaus was named the new artistic director of the 

Berliner Ensemble, a position she held until 1977. Thereafter she was engaged as an 

opera director at the Staatsoper in East Berlin, where she had already directed a number 

of productions.2 (Some of these productions continue to appear at the Staatsoper today.)3 

                                                
1 Background information is from Sigrid Neef, Das Theater der Ruth Berghaus 
(Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer, 1989). Corinne Holtz, Ruth Berghaus: Ein Porträt 
(Hamburg: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 2005). Irene Bazinger, ed., Regie: Ruth 
Berghaus: Geschichten aus der Produktion (Berlin: Rotbuch Verlag, 2010). 
2 Berghaus’ productions at the Staatsoper in East Berlin included Dessau’s Die 
Verurteilung des Lukullus (1960), his Puntila (1966), Strauss’ Elektra (1967), Rossini’s Il 
barbiere di Siviglia (1968), Dessau’s Lanzelot (1969), Weber’s Der Freischütz (1970), 
Dessau’s Einstein, Strauss’ Fledermaus (1975), Mozart’s La clemenza di Tito (1978), 
Wagner’s Das Rheingold (1979), Dessau’s Leonce und Lena (1979), Mozart’s Idomeneo 
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In 1979, she directed a production of Wagner’s Rheingold there, but the production was 

cancelled after two performances (see the last section of this chapter). 

 Berghaus was praised and received many prestigious awards in the GDR (the 

National Prize, the Goethe Prize); but, behind closed doors, party officials began to 

criticize her work starting in the mid-1970s. As Irene Bazinger puts it, it was as if 

officials wanted to get rid of Berghaus by singing her praises (wegloben), encouraging 

her to seek work outside of the GDR.4 When her husband Paul Dessau died in 1979, she 

lost a powerful ally who had protected her work from party intervention. The failure of 

the Rheingold production made it nearly impossible for Berghaus to find work in the 

GDR. In 1980, SED officials granted her permission to take up temporary residence in 

Frankfurt am Main, where she had received an invitation to direct at the Oper Frankfurt. 

Though Berghaus’ productions were problematic in the GDR, the SED thought that she 

could serve her country from abroad, presenting East German culture as something in 

great demand.5 In spite of the fact that Berghaus’ relationship with party officials was 

strained, she remained a loyal citizen of the GDR and never spoke negatively of her 

country.  

                                                                                                                                            
(1981), Rossini’s La Cenerentola (1983), Berg’s Wozzeck (1984), Mozart’s Don 
Giovanni (1985), Schoenberg’s Moses und Aron (1987), and Mozart’s Così fan tutte 
(1989). 
3 I saw her staging of Rossini’s Barber of Seville at the Staatsoper in October 2011. 
4 Bazinger, Regie Ruth Berghaus, 31. 
5 For more on why the GDR sent its directors abroad, see Joy Calico, “The Legacy of 
GDR Directors on the Post-Wende Opera Stage,” in Art Outside the Lines: New 
Perspectives on GDR Art Culture, eds. Elaine Kelly and Amy Wlodarski (New York: 
Editions Rodopi, 2011): 141-144. 



       

 224 

 Berghaus worked as a director at the Oper Frankfurt for seven years (1980-

1987).6 While there she regularly collaborated with Michael Gielen, Axel Manthey, and 

Klaus Zehelein. The Ring cycle was her final project in Frankfurt. 

 Born in Dresden in 1929 (the same year and location as Berghaus), Michael 

Gielen was the conductor of the Frankfurt Ring.7 He was also the artistic director of the 

Oper Frankfurt from 1977 until 1987, a decade that many consider unparalleled in the 

history of opera staging. His conducting is known for its clean, focused sound and its 

rhythmic vitality.8 In many ways he is like Pierre Boulez, stripping away old layers of 

tradition and exposing the underlying structure of the music. His interpretation of the 

Ring cycle will always remain in my mind for presenting Wagner as both a modernist 

composer and a master of rhythmic intensity. Never have the ostinato figures of the 

Nibelung music sounded so insistent and powerful. 

                                                
6 Berghaus’ productions at the Oper Frankfurt included Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte (1980), 
Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem Serail (1981), Janacek’s The Makropulos Affair 
(1982), Wagner’s Parsifal (1982), Berlioz’s Les Troyens (1982), and Wagner’s Ring 
Cycle (1985-1987). During her years at the Oper Frankfurt, she also directed productions 
at the Staatsoper in East Berlin, the Semperoper Dresden, the Nationaltheater Mannheim, 
the Welsh National Opera Cardiff, and the Théâtre National de l’Opéra de Paris. For a 
complete list of Berghaus stagings, see Holtz, Ruth Berghaus, 371-386. 
7 On Michael Gielen, see his “Unbedingt Musik”: Erinnerungen (Frankfurt am Main: 
Insel Verlag, 2005). Paul Fiebig, Michael Gielen: Dirigent, Komponist, Zeitgenosse 
(Stuttgart: Verlag J.B. Metzler, 1997). 
8 No commercial recording exists of Gielen conducting the Ring cycle. For an example of 
Gielen’s interpretation of Wagner, listen to the Prelude from Act 3 of Lohengrin (track 6) 
on Michael Gielen (conductor), Bruckner: Symphony No. 3 in D Minor, WAB 103 / 
Wagner: Lohengrin (Excerpts), Hänssler Classic, 2002. This recording is available on the 
Naxos music library database.  
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 Born in Saxony-Anhalt in 1945, Axel Manthey was the costume and stage 

designer of the Frankfurt Ring.9 In addition to his designs for Oper Frankfurt, he is 

known for his work with the theater director Jürgen Gosch and the choreographer 

William Forsythe. Some common features of his work are self-referential and anti-

illusionistic theatricality, an unusual use of three-dimensional spaces, the frequent use of 

masks, a non-transparent visual language (conspicuous signs and symbols that defy 

simple interpretation), and primordial and mythical landscapes. 

 Born in 1940 and a native of Frankfurt, Klaus Zehelein was the dramaturge of the 

Frankfurt Ring cycle.10 Zehelein studied at the Frankfurt University under Adorno and 

Horkheimer, and his writing is frequently in dialogue with thinkers of the Frankfurt 

School, especially Adorno and Benjamin. Zehelein served as chief dramaturge of the 

Oper Frankfurt between 1977 and 1987, and helped Gielen select directors and 

coordinate new productions. His work in Frankfurt guided and shaped his subsequent 

career, especially his role as artistic director of the Staatsoper Stuttgart (1991-2006). He 

is most famous for his Ring project involving four different directors and production 

teams. The Stuttgart Ring (1999-2000) takes up many ideas developed in the Frankfurt 

cycle.11 

                                                
9 For more on Axel Manthey, see Carsten Ahrens et al., eds., Axel Manthey – Theater 
(Vienna: Residenz Verlag, 1995). Renate Rätz et al., eds., Axel Manthey, Bühnen-Bilder: 
1945-1995 (Berlin: Stiftung Archiv der Akademie der Künste). 
10 Background information on Klaus Zehelein is from Holtz, Ruth Berghaus, 243f. Tom 
Sutcliffe, Believing in Opera (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996): 380f. See 
also Juliane Votteler, ed., Musiktheater heute. Klaus Zehelein, Dramaturg und Intendant 
(Hamburg: Europäische Verlagsanstalt, 2000). See the articles on Zehelein in Opera 
Quarterly 23, nos. 2-3 (2007).  
11 On the similarities between the Stuttgart and Frankfurt Ring cycles, see Klaus 
Zehelein, James Steichen, and David Levin, “The Stuttgart Ring, 1999-2000,” Opera 
Quarterly 23, no. 2 (2007): 321-325. 
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… 

 Why did the Oper Frankfurt become the site of so many experimental productions 

between 1977 and 1987? Both Gielen and Zehelein were willing to try new talent and 

unconventional stagings of familiar repertoire.12 Instead of featuring newly composed 

works – the house commissioned only two new operas during these ten years – both 

Gielen and Zehelein focused on innovative directing and staging. The Oper Frankfurt 

also received generous state subsidy, yet not as much as Hamburg, Munich, or Stuttgart.13 

Though Frankfurt’s city government was primarily CDU at the time, it did not interfere, 

nor did it threaten to cut subsidy. Lastly, in addition to more conservative operagoers, the 

Oper Frankfurt was able to draw a younger audience and people who did not normally 

attend the opera.  

 

The Frankfurt Ring Cycle: An Overview 

 This section describes the genesis of the Frankfurt Ring and why Gielen and 

Zehelein decided to conclude their ten-year period at the Oper Frankfurt with a Ring 

cycle. I also mention some general features of the Frankfurt Ring that made it so 

innovative and unusual for its time – features that I discuss at greater length later in the 

chapter. 

 There were a number of reasons why Gielen and Zehelein became interested in 

producing a Ring cycle in Frankfurt. Gielen states that after the new and exciting 

                                                
12 For an overview and documentation of Oper Frankfurt during these ten years, see Mara 
Eggert and Hans-Klaus Jungheinrich, Durchbrüche: die Oper Frankfurt: 10 Jahre 
Musiktheater mit Michael Gielen (Weinheim: Quadriga, 1987). 
13 Sutcliffe, Believing in Opera, 380. 
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production of Parsifal in 1982, he and Zehelein decided to tackle the Ring.14 Hans-Klaus 

Jungheinrich, a critic for many years of the Frankfurter Rundschau, refers to the fact that 

Frankfurt had not produced a Ring in nearly fifty years.15 (The last complete cycle took 

place in 1937-1938.)16 There were a few Ring projects during these five decades, but they 

remained incomplete. Gielen and Zehelein also felt a personal challenge to take up a 

work that many considered to be exhausted in terms of interpretative possibilities, 

especially after the many cycles surrounding the work’s centennial. Finally, Gielen 

wanted to continue his critical confrontation with Wagner’s music, more specifically to 

peel away older layers of tradition and hear the music with new ears. For these reasons – 

and more – Gielen and Zehelein thought of the Ring as a fitting final project to crown the 

achievements of their ten-year period together at the Oper Frankfurt. 

… 

 Preparation for the Frankfurt Ring began in 1983, two years before the premiere 

of Rheingold.17 Initially, Gielen and Zehelein considered other directors in addition to 

Berghaus: Hans Neuenfels, who had staged a controversial production of Verdi’s Aida in 

Frankfurt in 1981; Hans Hollmann, known for his 1974 staging of Schnitzler’s Liebelei in 

Basel; and, Harry Kupfer, an East German director who would later go on to stage the 

Ring at Bayreuth in 1988.18 Zehelein however insisted on Berghaus along with Manthey. 

In February 1985, the resulting production team (Berghaus, Manthey, Gielen, Zehelein) 

began meeting as a group to discuss their conception of Rheingold. The premieres took 

                                                
14 Gielen, Unbedingt Musik, 199. 
15 Eggert and Jungheinrich, Durchbrüche Oper Frankfurt, 46.  
16 The Frankfurt Ring cycle in 1937-1938 featured the director Oskar Wälterlin, designer 
Ludwig Sievert, and conductor Bertil Webelsberger. 
17 Gielen, Unbedingt Musik, 204. 
18 Holtz, Ruth Berghaus, 245f. 
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place as follows: Rheingold (7 December 1985), Walküre (1 May 1986), Siegfried (9 

November 1986), and Götterdämmerung (8 March 1987).    

… 

 By the mid-1980s, it was no longer that unusual to see a production by an East 

German director in the FRG. Götz Friedrich had directed a controversial production of 

Tannhäuser in Bayreuth in 1972. Harry Kupfer directed Der Fliegende Holländer there 

in 1978. Joachim Herz directed productions in Cologne, Hamburg, Frankfurt am Main, 

and Munich.19 

 What – if anything – made Gielen and Zehelein’s selection of an East German 

director for the Frankfurt Ring unusual or controversial? After all, Ruth Berghaus had 

already directed five productions in Frankfurt, including the Parsifal in 1982 that 

received so much praise. Not to mention her productions in other West German cities 

such as Mainz, Munich, and Mannheim. Yet even if stagings by East German directors in 

the FRG were becoming more common during the 1970s and 1980s, Berghaus was the 

first of them to stage a complete Ring cycle in West Germany. Although Götz Friedrich 

directed a complete cycle at the Deutsche Oper in West Berlin in 1984-1985, he had 

defected to the West in 1972. After the Berghaus cycle in Frankfurt, Harry Kupfer 

became the second East German to direct a complete Ring in the FRG.  

Judging from the reception of the Frankfurt Ring cycle in West German 

newspapers (see the reception section in this chapter), a significant reason why this cycle 

                                                
19 Joachim Herz’s productions in the FRG before 1990 include Haas’ Tobias Wunderlich 
(Cologne 1956), Offenbach’s La vie parisienne (Cologne 1956), Handel’s Belshazzar 
(Hamburg 1959), Puccini’s Turandot (Hamburg 1959), Wagner’s Tannhäuser (Frankfurt 
am Main 1965), and Weill’s Aufstieg und Fall der Stadt Mahagonny (Munich 1984). 
Herz also directed productions in London, Cardiff, Stockholm, Zurich, Vienna, Salzburg, 
and Buenos Aires.   
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was so controversial (at least initially) was because of the important role that Wagner’s 

work played in constructing national identity in the FRG. Though the West German 

constitution remained officially committed to reunification, West Germans tended to 

experience a form of identity that was removed from the GDR. This was especially the 

case in the 1980s, when the Cold War re-intensified and CDU politicians stressed a 

strong sense of pride in the FRG. A Ring cycle by an East German director seemed to 

undermine that identity. 

… 

 The explicit attention to matters of language, textuality, and representation is what 

made the Frankfurt Ring so innovative and unusual for its time. In the years that came 

between the Bayreuth centennial Ring (1976) and the Frankfurt Ring, most of the new 

cycles in the FRG followed in the footsteps of Patrice Chéreau and emphasized the 

political themes in Wagner’s work, especially the idea of Wagner as a political 

revolutionary figure.20 John Dew’s cycle in Krefeld (1981-1985) playfully drew on 

images of the 1968 student movement (Siegfried is a guitar-playing hippie.) Götz 

Friedrich’s cycle at the Deutsche Oper in West Berlin (1984-1985) was set in the present, 

but he also highlighted how the present is made up of multiple temporal layers (the image 

of the tunnel simultaneously suggests a subway track, a sewer, a fallout shelter, a bunker, 

and a labyrinth.) Even Harry Kupfer’s cycle at Bayreuth (1988), which came after the 

Frankfurt cycle, interpreted the Ring as a vision of the world after a nuclear catastrophe. 

                                                
20 On the Ring cycles in the FRG between 1976 and 1985, see Detlef Brandenburg, 
“Wahn und Welt. Politische Aspekte der Rezeption von Wagners Ring des Nibelungen in 
der Bundesrepublik Deutschland nach 1945,” Wagnerspectrum 1 (2006): 32-34. 
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Here Wagner was presented as a Grüner or at least an early advocate of environmental 

awareness. 

 Though Ring cycles prior to 1985 had incorporated elements of theatricality – the 

Bayreuth centennial cycle depicts Fafner as a sculpture of a dragon that is wheeled 

around by hooded stagehands – the Frankfurt cycle brought a new emphasis to the non-

linear moments of Wagner’s libretto and to the process of conveying meaning on the 

stage. Ruth Berghaus, Axel Manthey, and Klaus Zehelein were a perfect team for 

accomplishing this new way of interpreting Wagner’s work. Berghaus’ visual-gestural 

language often worked in counterpoint to the music and libretto. Manthey’s anti-

illusionistic designs playfully drew attention to themselves and their artificiality. 

Zehelein’s program notes highlighted Wagner’s preoccupation with how to depict events 

on the stage. 

 In the sections that follow, I discuss the Frankfurt team’s approach to the 

relationship between Wagner’s Ring cycle and German national identity. I examine 

Berghaus’ attention to historical processes in the Ring as well as her understanding of 

human nature. I also look at the philosophy of language and the different modes of 

storytelling that Zehelein finds in Wagner’s work. This is followed by a discussion of the 

relationship between Mime and Wotan and between the Nibelungs and the gods in the 

Frankfurt Ring.                    

My investigation of the conceptual aspects of the Frankfurt Ring is based on the 

following archival materials accessed at the Akademie der Künste (AdK) in Berlin: 

production books, articles from the Oper Frankfurt’s newsletter Musikalische Hinweise, 

stage descriptions provided by the Regieassistenten, interviews, rehearsal and production 
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photos, and video recordings. I then compare what the Frankfurt team says about the 

production with its reception in East and West German newspapers.   

 

 The Ring and the Question of National Identity, Historical Processes in the Ring 
 

The Frankfurt team is in agreement about several points. Most importantly, they 

all think that Wagner’s Ring cycle is about more than just German culture and history. In 

a discussion held at the University of Mainz several months after the Götterdämmerung 

premiere, Ruth Berghaus argues: 

“Wagner is looking at the Rhine from France. That is, he sees the German 
situation and its events at a distance. He has more in mind than just a German 
piece and nineteenth-century German history. The Ring is much more about 
Wagner’s view of the world as a whole. It was this observation that made the 
Bayreuth production of Patrice Chéreau and Pierre Boulez such a great success.”21 

 
Like the Bayreuth centennial Ring, the Frankfurt team stresses that Wagner’s work is part 

of a broader tradition removed from German nationalism. This interpretation of Wagner 

had already been articulated in the early postwar years of the Bayreuth festival, at a time 

when the FRG emphasized Western integration while simultaneously distancing itself 

from the Nazi past.    

Yet Berghaus’ attention to the international aspects of Wagner’s Ring differed 

from Bayreuth in a significant way. This viewpoint was now being stated by a director 

from the GDR, a country that – up until the mid-1970s – had prided itself in protecting 

                                                
21 “Wagner sieht den Rhein von Frankreich aus, das heißt, er hat eine Sicht auf die 
deutsche Situation, er sieht die Vorgänge mit Distanz, er hatte also nicht nur ein 
deutsches Stück oder die deutsche Geschichte des 19. Jahrhunderts im Auge, vielmehr 
steckt im Ring sein Bild der Welt oder Weltbild und nicht nur ein deutsches Bild. Darin 
liegt auch die enorme Leistung der Inszenierung von Patrice Chéreau und Pierre Boulez 
in Bayreuth.” Ruth Berghaus, “Gespräch zur Ring-Konzeption an der Johannes-
Gutenberg-Universität Mainz am 26. Juni 1987,” in Neef, Theater Ruth Berghaus, 158. 
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German cultural heritage. As a result of Erich Honecker’s policy of Abgrenzung during 

the mid-1970s, the GDR began to promote a form of identity that was not German.22 

These changes no doubt shaped Berghaus’s interpretation of Wagner. Thus, when 

Berghaus argues that Wagner belongs to a broader tradition removed from German 

nationalism, she most likely has something different in mind than her West German 

colleagues. I will later return to this subject when I discuss Berghaus’ conception of 

history. 

… 

 All the members of the Frankfurt team are in agreement that the Ring should not 

be confined to a single historical period. Berghaus summarizes the team’s position as 

follows: “The Ring […] does not take place in a single time and place but rather always. 

That is why there can be no anachronisms.”23  

In many respects, the Frankfurt Ring follows in the footsteps of the Bayreuth 

centennial Ring, but with some important differences. Like the latter, the Frankfurt team 

incorporates multiple temporal levels: the myth that Wagner used as creative material, the 

time period in which Wagner was composing, and the present. Yet in the Bayreuth 

production, the historical references are much more concrete (the hydroelectric dam, the 

forge in Siegfried, the docks in Götterdämmerung) and tend to contribute to the realism 

of the stage action. In contrast, Axel Manthey’s costumes and sets self-consciously allude 

                                                
22 For example, the GDR adopted a new constitution in 1974 that removed all previous 
references to German unity. Instead of “a socialist state of the German nation,” the GDR 
was now referred to as “a socialist state of workers and peasants.” See Chapter One for 
more on Honecker’s policy of Abgrenzung.  
23 “Der Ring spielt [...] zu keiner Zeit und immer. Anachronismen kann es deshalb gar 
nicht [...] geben.” Josef Oehrlein, “Signale aus der Götterwelt: Ein Gespräch zur 
Siegfried-Premiere mit Ruth Berghaus,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, November 8, 
1986. 



       

 233 

to previous productions of the Ring. For example, the gods wear togas in Rheingold, 

which is a playful allusion to the timeless, mythological stagings of New Bayreuth. In the 

Frankfurt Götterdämmerung, Siegfried appears in armor alongside Gunther in a suit – 

now an allusion to the same scene in the Bayreuth centennial production. In most cases, 

the Frankfurt team’s references to past historical periods and productions draw attention 

to the theatrical nature of its staging and to the artificiality of staging in general. Though 

such anti-illusionistic techniques were not new at the time, they were used to an extent 

that was unprecedented. 

These visual references to different historical periods are grounded in Berghaus’ 

conception of history. In the Mainz discussion, Berghaus describes the Ring in terms of 

“historical processes” (Geschichtsabläufe): 

“It especially interested us that Wagner does not give a concrete sequence of 
historical events. The Ring takes place neither in the nineteenth century nor in a 
specific historical period. Rather, Wagner uses myth in order to let the historical 
processes move both forwards and backwards in time. […] He crosses these 
historical processes. That is why it was important for us to show not just one 
series of events, but rather […] the historical processes in their continuity and 
discontinuity.”24 

 
In other words, Berghaus is interested in showing the intersection of different historical 

processes, not in depicting a single time period. She provides the following example from 

Götterdämmerung: 

                                                
24 “Es hat uns besonders interessiert, dass Wagner keinen konkreten Geschichtsablauf 
gibt. Es spielt weder im 19. Jahrhundert noch in einem historischen Zusammenhang, 
sondern Wagner nutzt den Mythos, um Geschichtsabläufe vorwärts und rückwärts laufen 
zu lassen. [...] Wagner kreuzt die Geschichtsabläufe. Deshalb war uns wichtig, nicht eine 
Geschichte, einen Ablauf zu zeigen, sondern [...] Geschichtsabläufe in ihrer Kontinuität 
und Diskontinuität.” Neef, Theater Ruth Berghaus, 158. The Oxford German Dictionary 
defines “Ablauf” as “course” or “sequence” (a sequence of events), “process,” or “the 
end” (the end of a period of time). Thus, the word “Geschichtsablauf” may refer to a 
historical process, a course or sequence of events, and the course of history. Note that I 
use the terms “sequence of historical events” and “historical process” interchangeably. 
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“In Götterdämmerung, we are in a different phase of society. It is already the 
society of law and contracts. Mythology collides with civilization. Both Siegfried 
and Hagen are capable of mythical actions, in contrast to Gutrune and Gunther, 
who belong to the other order. I am especially interested in this collision of 
mythological events and customs with the objective world of the civilized.”25 

 
Berghaus describes the violent confrontation between two contrasting phases of society 

(gesellschaftliche Phasen), each with its own set of behaviors and worldview. This 

collision is staged in Act One, scene 2 of the Frankfurt Götterdämmerung, when 

Siegfried first arrives at the Gibichung court. Siegfried (William Cochran) is on a wooden 

boat that literally crashes into the living room of the Gibichungs. Siegfried is comically 

attired in Brünnhilde’s toy armor, and his shield is a feathery Valkyrie wing. Siegfried is 

accompanied on the boat by Grane, here a large white plastic horse. The Gibichungs’ 

living room is white and bare apart from a few chairs, a telescope, and a giant hand 

painted on one of the walls. Gunther (Barry Mora) is dressed in a grey suit with a fedora 

(Filzhut), and Gutrune (June Card) is wearing a green evening dress. Hagen (Manfred 

Schenk) has on a white suit over a metal breastplate, and he also wears a fedora. At least 

in terms of the way that he is dressed, Hagen resembles Gunther and Gutrune. On the 

other hand, the contrast between Siegfried and the Gibichungs could not be greater.  

 Berghaus’ attention to conflicting phases of society shares a great deal in 

common with the official conception of history in the GDR. Recall from Chapter One 

that the dominant model of history in the GDR was historical materialism. According to 

                                                
25 “Wir sind in der Götterdämmerung in einer anderen gesellschaftlichen Phase. Es ist 
wohl schon die bürgerliche. Die Mythologie stößt auf die Zivilisation. Siegfried ist wie 
Hagen mythischer Handlungen fähig, im Unterschied zu Gutrune und Gunther, die der 
anderen Ordnung zugefügt sind. Dieser Aufeinanderprall interessiert mich, von 
mythologischen Vorgängen und Gegebenheiten auf sachliche zivilisatorische [...].” Neef, 
Theater Ruth Berghaus, 158. I translate “die bürgerliche” as “society of law and 
contracts.” 
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this model, history is a series of stages in which classes come into conflict with one 

another. These conflicts are resolved by means of revolution, which in turn brings about a 

new, more developed stage of history. History ultimately leads up to communism, at 

which point the workers control the means of production. This historical trajectory occurs 

at both national and global levels.   

Berghaus’ conception of history is likewise centered around social conflict, 

though less in terms of class. She sets out to depict history as a dynamic process and to 

capture moments of extreme conflict. Yet unlike her East German colleagues, she does 

not suggest that one historical stage is necessarily more enlightened than another, nor that 

history leads up to communism. For example, at the end of the Frankfurt 

Götterdämmerung, Gutrune looks through a telescope pointed at the audience, as if 

searching for an explanation for the events that have just taken place. Though the ring has 

been returned to the Rhinemaidens, we do not have the feeling that we have arrived at a 

final enlightened stage of history.  

 

On Naming, Language, and Human Nature in Siegfried 

In this section I look at both Zehelein and Berghaus’ approaches to Siegfried, 

which in turn enables me to make some general observations about their different views 

of Wagner. While Zehelein focuses on philosophical issues of language and naming, 

Berghaus is more concerned with psychological processes underlying human nature. 

Zehelein’s approach to Siegfried is evident in his program notes for this work.26 In 

these notes, the first section is entitled “on naming” (Über Benennen) and juxtaposes 

                                                
26 “Programmheft zum Siegfried,” in AdK, Ruth Berghaus Archiv, no. 1064. 
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several lines from Wagner’s libretto with excerpts from texts by Lewis Carroll, William 

Shakespeare, Paul Celan, Walter Benjamin, Friedrich Nietzsche, E.T.A. Hoffmann, 

Theodor Adorno, Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm, and Mircea Eliade.27 I will focus on the 

excerpts by Carroll, Shakespeare, and Benjamin. 

This section on naming begins with the following passage from Act One, scene 1 

of Siegfried:  

Siegfried:  “Now say why my name is Siegfried!” 
Mime:   “Your mother said 

   I might name you so:  
   As Siegfried you’d grow to be strong and good-looking.”28 
 
Siegfried asks Mime about the origin and meaning of his name. This question leads 

Zehelein to consider the broader significance of naming. He quotes a passage from Lewis 

Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass: 

  “Don’t stand chattering to yourself like that,” Humpty Dumpty said, looking at  
her for the first time, “but tell me your name and your business.” 
       “My name is Alice, but---” 
       “It’s a stupid name enough!” Humpty Dumpty interrupted impatiently. “What  
does it mean?” 
       “Must a name mean something?” Alice asked doubtfully. 
       “Of course it must,” Humpty Dumpty said with a short laugh: “my name  
means the shape I am---and a good handsome shape it is, too. With a name like  
yours, you might be any shape, almost.”29 

                                                
27 Zehelein uses this format for all of the program books of the Frankfurt Ring. The text 
excerpts of this section (“on naming”) include Lewis Carroll (Through the Looking 
Glass), William Shakespeare (Romeo and Juliet), Paul Celan (“Kein Name”), Walter 
Benjamin (“Über die Sprache überhaupt und über die Sprache des Menschen”), Friedrich 
Nietzsche (Das fröhliche Wissenschaft), E.T.A. Hoffmann (“Nachrichten von den 
neuesten Schicksalen des Hundes Berganza”), Theodor Adorno (Ästhetische Theorie), the 
Grimm Brothers (“Märchen von einem, der auszog, das Fürchten zu lernen”), and Mircae 
Eliade (Forgerons et alchimistes).   
28 “Siegfried: ‘Jetzt sag’: woher heiß ich Siegfried?’ Mime: ‘So hieß mich die Mutter 
möcht’ ich dich heißen: als Siegfried würdest du stark und schön.’” Translation from 
Stewart Spencer and Barry Millington, Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung: A Companion 
(New York: Thames & Hudson, 1993): 204. 
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Alice’s question (“Must a name mean something?”) encourages the reader to consider the 

relationship between a name and the person named.30 Are names meaningless, as Alice 

suggests? Or do they – as Humpty Dumpty argues – describe the person named, as his 

name describes his shape?  

 Zehelein then quotes the following line of Brünnhilde from Act Three, scene 1 of 

Walküre: “Let him who’ll wield the newly forged sword receive his name from me – may  

‘Siegfried’ joy in victory!”31 In this scene, Brünnhilde tells Sieglinde that Sieglinde is 

pregnant with a son and that he is to be named “Siegfried.” This is the origin of 

Siegfried’s name, the origin that he seeks to discover in Siegfried. As in the case of 

Humpty Dumpty, Siegfried’s name describes the person named (Siegfried will have “joy 

in victory”.) To be more specific, Siegfried’s name and identity are closely intertwined. 

Yet to what extent does his name determine his identity? As if to offer one possible 

response to this question, Zehelein quotes Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: “What’s in a 

name? That which we call a rose / By any other word would smell as sweet.”32 

Shakespeare’s Juliet suggests that the identity precedes the name and that the latter 

merely labels the former.33 Zehelein then offers a second possibility for the relationship 

                                                                                                                                            
29 Lewis Carrol, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass and 
What Alice Found There, ed. Hugh Haughton (London: Penguin, 1998): 115f. 
30 For a discussion of this passage, see Jean-Jacques Lecercle, Philosophy of Nonsense: 
The Intuitions of Victorian Nonsense Literature (London: Routledge, 2002). On naming 
in general, see Alastair Fowler, Literary Names: Personal Names in English Literature 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). 
31 “[…] Der neu gefügt / das Schwert einst schwingt, / den Namen nehm’ er von mir – / 
‘Siegfried’ erfreu’ sich des Sieg’s!” Spencer and Millington, Wagner’s Ring, 178. 
32 William Shakespeare, The Norton Shakespeare, ed. Stephen Greenblatt (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 1997): 891. 
33 For an insightful discussion of this Shakespeare passage and naming in general, see 
Laurie Maguire, Shakespeare’s Names (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007): 14. 
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between name and identity, this time from Walter Benjamin’s essay “On Language as 

Such and on the Language of Man” (Über die Sprache überhaupt und über die Sprache 

des Menschen): 

“The linguistic being of things is their language; this proposition, applied to man,  
means: the linguistic being of man is his language. Which signifies: man  
communicates his own mental being in his language. […] Man therefore  
communicates his own mental being (insofar as it is communicable) by naming all  
other things. […] It is therefore the linguistic being of man to name things. […]  
The name, in the realm of language, has as its sole purpose and its incomparably  
high meaning that it is the innermost nature of language itself. […] Man is the  
namer; by this we recognize that through him pure language speaks. […] God’s  
creation is completed when things receive their names from man […].”34 

 
Benjamin is opposed to an instrumental conception of language that treats words as 

arbitrary signifiers and as a means of communication.35 His understanding of naming 

instead refers to the union or sameness of the name and the object or person named. 

Language is essentially a process of naming, and to name someone or something is to 

know that person or object. 

 Wagner’s understanding of naming – and language in general – is much more in 

keeping with that found in Benjamin’s essay than that in Shakespeare’s play.36 

Benjamin’s conception of language also helps explain why Brünnhilde knows more about 

                                                
34 Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 1: 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and 
Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1996): 64-66.  
35 On Benjamin’s essay, see Uwe Steiner, Walter Benjamin: An Introduction to His Work 
and Thought, trans. Michael Winkler (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010): 41-
50.  
36 On Wagner’s theory of language, see David J. Levin, Richard Wagner, Fritz Lang, and 
the Nibelungen: The Dramaturgy of Disavowal (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 
1998): 44-51. Mary A. Cicora, “From Metonymy to Metaphor: Wagner and Nietzsche on 
Language,” German Life and Letters 42, no. 1 (1988): 16-31. Stewart Spencer, “The 
Language and Sources of Der Ring des Nibelungen,” in Richard Wagner und sein 
Mittelalter, ed. Ursula Müller and Ulrich Müller (Anif/Salzburg: U. Müller-Speiser, 
1989): 141-155.  
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Siegfried’s identity than he does – since she was the one who named him. Yet Benjamin 

does not really help us with regard to the question of how Siegfried knows his name but 

not what it means. Siegfried’s quest for the meaning and origin of his name is bound up 

with Wagner’s own theory of language. In Opera and Drama (not quoted by Zehelein), 

Wagner makes a distinction between the modern language of the intellect and the natural 

language of feeling.37 According to Wagner’s account of the history or origin of 

language, language began as an expression of inner feeling, and words were organically 

connected to the objects that they named. As language became more complex over time, 

the relationship between words and objects became increasingly distant. In the modern 

language of culture, this relationship is arbitrary and dictated by convention. Wagner 

seeks to rediscover and reestablish the language of nature, more specifically to put words 

back into direct contact with objects. In many respects, Siegfried’s quest for the meaning 

and origin of his name is an allegory for Wagner’s own attempt to return to the language 

of nature.38                            

In summary, Zehelein puts Wagner’s libretto in dialogue with a wide range of 

texts that are concerned with many of the same issues. In doing so, Zehelein focuses on 

how Wagner is part of a broader intellectual tradition, a focus that is in keeping with the 

Frankfurt team’s emphasis on the international (i.e. non-nationalistic) aspects of 

Wagner’s work. By treating Wagner’s libretto as a text among other texts, Zehelein also 

deemphasizes Wagner’s role as an author-composer. Zehelein is more interested in the 

                                                
37 Levin, Dramaturgy of Disavowal, 47. 
38 Levin provides a similar reading of Siegfried: “We can read the Ring [especially 
Siegfried] as an allegory of the confrontation between the different linguistic modes set 
out in Opera and Drama, namely the (bad, corrupt, dissembling) modern language of 
culture, and the (good, pure, authentic) language of nature.” Ibid, 50f. 
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intertextual features of the libretto than Wagner as a political revolutionary figure or 

Wagner’s anti-Semitism. Zehelein does not mention how Wagner’s theory of language 

relates to the latter’s broader cultural and political thinking, which is not to say that the 

audience did not make this connection.       

… 

While Zehelein’s reading of Siegfried focuses mainly on the issues of naming and 

language, Berghaus approaches this work primarily in terms of deeper psychological 

processes. In an article on the Siegfried premiere in the Musiktheater Hinweise, assistant 

dramaturge Helga Neelmeyer says the following about Berghaus’ interpretation of 

Siegfried: “It should be clear that Siegfried is not a piece about nature but rather human 

nature. This is the case when the subject matter is about sleep, dreams, being woken up, 

and waking and also when it is about remembering, recognizing, discovering, and asking 

questions about oneself.”39 A great deal of emphasis is placed on the fluidity between 

sleeping and being awake and between conscious and subconscious states.  

The processes of sleeping and waking up are of central importance to Berghaus. 

She writes of Siegfried: “Those who have remained awake fight hopelessly against sleep, 

which threatens to overcome them. But they are nonetheless pulled in by dreams.”40 Both 

Wotan and Alberich fight to stay awake while they wait outside Fafner’s cave. Berghaus 

                                                
39 “Dass Siegfried kein Stück über Natur, sondern über die Natur des Menschen ist, soll 
dabei im Vordergrund stehen – sowohl, wenn es um Schlaf, Traum, Erweckt-Werden und 
Erwachen geht, als auch im Erinnern, Erkennen und Erforschen, im Fragen nach sich 
selbst [...].” Ruth Berghaus, Michael Gielen, Axel Manthey, Klaus Zehelein, and Helga 
Neelmeyer, “Siegfried: Premiere am 9. November 1986,” Musiktheater Hinweise, 
November 1986: 2. 
40 “Die, die wachgeblieben sind, kämpfen verzweifelt gegen den Schlaf an, der auch sie 
zu übermannen droht. Aber die Träume holen sie trotzdem ein [...].” Ibid, 2. 
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adds: “Sleepers awake to find death.”41 Fafner dies shortly after waking up, and 

Brünnhilde’s death seems inevitable (though it does not occur until the end of 

Götterdämmerung).  

What does Berghaus mean by “sleep”? She explains: “I would describe sleep as 

the process of going into the subconscious, thinking back, and remembering.”42 In other 

words, sleep is the process of remembering the past and of uncovering suppressed 

memories. Though Berghaus does not specify which past is being remembered here, 

many readers would have associated her description of sleep with Alexander and 

Margarete Mitscherlich’s book The Inability to Mourn, a seminal work published in 1967 

that drew attention to the psychological mechanisms underlying the repression of 

memories of the Nazi past.43 Thus, when Berghaus writes of sleepers who awake to find 

death, it is possible to interpret her statement as referring to the threatening nature of the 

Nazi past in the present. A similar theme occurs in the works of Christa Wolf during the 

late 1970s and early 1980s, where the Nazi past threatens to kill the narrator in the 

present.44 

While Berghaus’ remarks in the Musiktheater Hinweise draw attention to the Nazi 

past, such a connection is not evident in her staging of Siegfried. Compared to the 

                                                
41 “Die Schlafenden werden zum Tode erweckt.” Ibid, 2. 
42 “Das ist es, was ich mit Schlaf bezeichnen würde, dies Ins-Unterbewusste-Gehen, das 
Zurückdenken, das Erinnern.” Ibid, 2. 
43 Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, Die Unfähigkeit zu trauern. Grundlagen 
kollektiven Verhaltens (Munich: Piper, 1967). For an English translation, see The 
Inabiliity to Mourn: Principles of Collective Behavior, trans. Beverley R. Placzek (New 
York: Grove Press, 1975). 
44 For example, the Nazi past plays a deadly role in the present in Kein Ort. Nirgends 
(1979) and Kassandra (1983). On the Nazi past in these two novels, see Julia Hell, 
“Utopian Hopes and Traces of the Past,” in A New History of German Literature, ed. 
David E. Wellbery (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004): 
901.  
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Leipzig and Bayreuth centennial Ring cycles, the Frankfurt cycle remains relatively silent 

about the Nazi past; and, the multiple meanings of Axel Manthey’s visual language seem 

to negate such a connection. 

 

Style and Representation: Heterogeneity and Hybridity in the Frankfurt Ring 

 We turn now to issues of style and representation, both of which are absolutely 

central for the Frankfurt team and which together make up that particular aspect that had 

the greatest influence on subsequent productions of the Ring cycle. (The Stuttgart Ring, 

which also had Zehelein as its dramaturge, is only the most obvious example.)  

 It is important to note that the Frankfurt team’s attention to matters of 

representation remains carefully grounded in Wagner’s own theoretical writings. As its 

point of departure, the team uses those writings in which Wagner formulates his 

distinction between narration (Erzählung) and dramatic enactment (Darstellung). An 

especially important text here – and one quoted at length in the Musiktheater Hinweise – 

is a letter from Wagner to Franz Liszt (20 November 1851) outlining the genesis of the 

Nibelungen project and that discusses the need for a new work that will precede 

Siegfrieds Tod (Siegfried’s Death). Wagner writes the following:   

“I however knew that Siegfrieds Tod was not possible for the time being. I 
realized that I had to prepare it with another drama, and so I took up a plan I had 
had for some time – that of making Der junge Siegfried into the subject of a 
poem. Everything in Siegfrieds Tod that had been partly narrated, partly assumed 
to be already known, would be presented in a fresh and vivid way through actual 
dramatic enactment in Der junge Siegfried.”45  

                                                
45 “Siegfrieds Tod aber, das wusste ich, war zunächst unmöglich; ich sah ein, dass ich 
durch ein anderes Drama erst auf ihn vorbereiten musste, und so ergriff ich einen schon 
länger gehegten Plan, den Jungen Siegfried zunächst zum Gegenstande einer Dichtung zu 
machen: in ihm sollte Alles, was in Siegfrieds Tod teils erzählt, teils als halb bekannt 
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In Wagner’s own words, Der junge Siegfried (Young Siegfried) would vividly enact 

everything that had been merely described or narrated in Siegfrieds Tod. That is, in his 

consideration of Der junge Siegfried, Wagner places more emphasis on the question of 

representation – how events are captured onstage – than on the actual content of the plot. 

Wagner clearly favors the direct presentation of dramatic enactment (Darstellung) over 

the indirect verbal description of narration (Erzählung): 

“Everything descriptive or narrative is fully removed or compacted into very 
concise moments. With the resulting clarity of dramatic enactment, I am given 
ample space to heighten the emotional intensity of the richness of relationships, 
whereas with the previous mode of half-epic presentation everything had to be 
laboriously cut and weakened.”46 

 
Again, Wagner focuses primarily on how these events are (re)presented and less on their 

specific content. While dramatic enactment maximizes the emotional impact of the 

events, narration merely bogs down the pace of the story. 

… 

 This attention to matters of representation becomes a primary point of departure 

for the Frankfurt team. Especially Zehelein has a great deal to say about the “ways of 

telling a story” (Erzählweisen), both by Wagner himself and in the Frankfurt Ring. 

Zehelein’s emphasis on the modes of storytelling is not to be confused with the sort of 

description or narration (Erzählung) that Wagner seeks to do away with. Rather, the 

                                                                                                                                            
voraus gesetzt wird, in frischen, heiteren Zügen durch wirkliche Darstellung vorgeführt 
werden.” Quoted in “Artikel zum Ring-Zyklus,” Musiktheater Hinweise, 1987: 4. 
46 “Bei der hierdurch ermöglichten Deutlichkeit der Darstellung, gewinne ich nun – 
indem zugleich alles, jetzt so breite, Erzählungsartige vollständig hinwegfällt, oder doch 
zu ganz bündigen Momenten zusammengedrängt wird – hinreichenden Raum, um die 
Fülle der Beziehungen auf das Ergreifendste zu steigern, während ich bei der früheren, 
halb epischen Darstellung, alles mühsam beschneiden und entkräften musste.” 
Musiktheater Hinweise, Ring Zyklus, 5. 
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stress is again on the modes of representation, albeit in a way that is freer than Wagner’s 

approach. Zehelein argues that the Frankfurt production brings out and explores the 

following features that are already present in Wagner’s Siegfried: 

“There is a very peculiar sort of mixture at play in Siegfried, one that does not 
permit canceling out. It is the mixture between calculation, rationality, 
straightforward storytelling, and then that which goes against these and breaks 
through the larger whole. On the one hand, there is a mode of storytelling that has 
something rational and always explainable. But, on the other hand, we see that 
which, like the shifting plates of an earthquake, negates this straightforward mode 
of storytelling.47 

 
Here and in what follows it becomes clear that Zehelein conceives of a “mixture” of two 

different modes of storytelling, both of which are held in a productive tension. The first 

mode is “straightforward” and linear (die geradlinige Erzählweise) – it tells the events 

sequentially. Each event seems to follow logically from the preceding ones, and we can 

explain what is occurring at each moment in the plot. This continuity of events suggests a 

larger whole. In contrast, the second mode is non-linear and opposes the first. It presents 

events non-sequentially, as isolated moments, and may juxtapose moments removed in 

time. As suggested by Zehelein’s metaphor of the earthquake, this mode disrupts and 

even ruptures the larger whole. Zehelein adds the following about his model of the two 

modes of storytelling: 

“The gestural language of Ruth Berghaus, which lets memories come to life again 
as material, is not at all psychological. This language does not claim to depict real 

                                                
47 “Im Siegfried ist zwischen Kalkül, Rationalität, Erzählung und dem, was dagegen 
angeht, das Ganze wiederum durchbricht, eine sehr eigenartige Mischung vorhanden, die 
sich nicht aufheben lässt. Die Erzählweise hat etwas Rationales, immer Erklärbares, auf 
der einen Seite. Aber auf der anderen Seite ist das, was wir dann sehen, bereits das wie 
durch ein Erdbeben Verworfene, die geradlinige Erzählweise negierend.” Musiktheater 
Hinweise, Siegfried, 4. 
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memories, but rather is a different mode of storytelling, one on another level that 
opposes the rational story.”48 

 
Zehelein places Berghaus’s gestural language in opposition to the “rational story,” which 

refers to the more straightforward or sequential account of events. Berghaus’s gestures 

are capable of suggesting connections between moments removed in time. By bringing 

back a particular gesture as a sort of visual leitmotif, Berghaus is able to reanimate the 

audience’s memories of previous moments in the staging. 

… 

 This emphasis on mixture with regard to the ways of telling a story 

(Erzählweisen) is a manifestation of what I will refer to as the Frankfurt team’s “style of 

hybridity.” (I use the word “style” here since the focus is more on how meaning is 

conveyed and less on the specific content that is being conveyed.) Up until this point, we 

have focused on the modes of representation, but equally significant is the medium in 

which representation and the conveyance of meaning occur. This attention to medium is 

especially important in the case of opera (or Wagnerian music drama), since it by nature 

consists of the interaction of a number of media, or component art forms. 

 A point that Berghaus frequently stresses when discussing her stagings, especially 

the Frankfurt Ring, is the tension or friction between the component art forms. Perhaps 

her clearest account of this practice occurs in an interview included in Ingeborg 

Pietzsch’s Werkstatt Theater: Gespräche mit Regisseuren. Berghaus begins this interview 

with a description of her treatment of just one of the media involved in opera, that of 

                                                
48 “Auch die gestische Sprache, in der Ruth Berghaus Erinnerungen als Material wieder 
aufleben lässt, ist ja eine total unpsychologische, die nicht die tatsächliche Erinnerung 
behauptet, sondern eine andere Erzählweise ist, auf einer anderen Ebene gegen die 
rationale Geschichte angeht.” Musiktheater Hinweise, Siegfried, 4. 
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gesture – or what she refers to as her “scenic language of signs” (szenische 

Zeichensprache): 

“I attempt to find images and metaphors that will stimulate the creativity of the 
actor or singer. I first look for an arrangement, more specifically an arrangement 
in the movements. It is not really about finding images that are fixed to a specific 
point in time, but rather about dynamic relations of figures to space and time. The 
positions within these arrangements are first clear and beautiful when their 
changes – or perhaps better articulated – when their dissolves are capable of 
conveying a story. I believe this practice results from my training as a 
choreographer. I strive for a transparent gestural language in my arrangements. 
[For example], the first action in the new staging of Mutter is that Pavel pulls his 
belt tighter. Everyone knows that this signifies hunger. The whole piece is about 
the fundamental condition of hunger. […] In this case, these are common 
metaphors, and everyone is likely to understand them.”49  

 
In this example from Berghaus’s 1974 staging of Brecht’s Die Mutter at the Berliner 

Ensemble, a single gesture – pulling a belt tighter – is capable of telling a story, even of 

summarizing an entire play. In her own words, Berghaus is less interested in 

predetermined, static images than in the meaning that results in the moment from 

changing configurations of bodies in space and time. 

 Let’s look at an example of this treatment of gesture as it occurs in the Frankfurt 

Ring. A recurring gesture in all four parts of the Frankfurt Ring is that of the left hand 

covering the left eye. Wotan is the first to use it when he responds in scene two to 

                                                
49 “Ich versuche, Bilder und Metaphern zu finden, die die Darsteller bei ihren 
schöpferischen Produktionen anregen. Was ich zuerst suche, ist das Arrangement, und 
zwar das Arrangement in der Bewegung. Es kommt nicht so sehr auf Bilder an, die zu 
einem bestimmten Zeitpunkt fixiert sind, sondern auf Beziehungen der Figuren auf Raum 
und Zeit. Deutliche Haltungen sind erst dann deutlich und schön, wenn ihre Änderungen, 
oder vielleicht besser gesagt: Auflösungen, deutlich und schön, erzählend, sind. Ich 
glaube, das hat mit meiner choreografischen Grundausbildung zu tun. In den 
Arrangements strebe ich nach einer ablesbaren szenischen Zeichensprache. Die erste 
Aktion in der neuen Mutter-Inszenierung ist: Pawel zieht sich den Gürtel enger. Jeder 
weiß: das bedeutet Hunger; das ganze Stück hat mit der Grundsituation Hunger zu tun. 
[...] In diesem Falle sind es Metaphern, die umgangssprachlich sind, jeder versteht es.” 
Ingeborg Pietzsch, “Ruth Berghaus,” in Werkstatt Theater: Gespräche mit Regisseuren 
(Berlin: Henschelverlag Kunst und Gesellschaft, 1975): 36. 
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Fricka’s accusation that he no longer loves her: “In order to win you as wife, my one 

remaining eye I staked that I might woo you.”50 The gesture is used here as a symbol of 

Wotan’s love and of the sacrifice he was willing to make for Fricka’s love. Wotan then 

uses the same gesture when Erda appears in scene four, an appearance that is described in 

the production notes: “Erda frees Wotan of all his burdens. […] She rests his spear on the 

floor. Wotan strokes her hair, his left hand held before his eye; and, both drift 

weightlessly through space and time.”51 Again, the gesture signifies Wotan’s love – Erda 

will become the mother of Brünnhilde and the Valkyries. Berghaus describes the gesture 

as follows:  

“Specific gestures in the Frankfurt Ring have a signal-character. Wotan covers an 
eye with his hand: the Wälsung siblings can recognize each other through it, 
because they know it from their father. This covering-of-the-eye is a gesture of 
love, which is then taken over by the Woodbird as a sign of temptation. In reality, 
the Woodbird is a bird of death, not some small, harmless birdie. This bird is an 
agent.”52 

 

                                                
50 “Um dich zum Weib zu gewinnen, mein eines Auge setzt’ ich werbend daran […].” 
Translated in Spencer, Wagner’s Ring, 72. Spencer states that Wotan’s offer to sacrifice 
his remaining eye does not occur in the Norse sources and that Wagner added this detail 
in order to indicate the extent of “Wotan’s youthful love for Fricka.” Spencer, Wagner’s 
Ring, 364. 
51 “Erda befreit Wotan von seinen Lasten. […] Erda nimmt Wotan seinen Speer ab […] 
und legt ihn auf den Boden. Wotan streichelt ihr über das Haar, die linke Hand vor 
seinem Auge haltend und so schweben sie schwerelos durchs All.” “Fotodokumentation 
mit Inszenierungsbeschreibung zum Rheingold,” in AdK, Sammlung Inszenierungs-
dokumentation, no. 835a, 36f. Hereafter, I refer to this source as “Scenic Description for 
Rheingold.” 
52 “Bestimmte Gesten haben im Ring einen Signalcharakter. Wotan bedeckt mit der Hand 
ein Auge, die Geschwister können sich daran entdecken, weil sie es vom Vater kennen. 
Dieses Augenverdecken ist ein Liebeszeichen, es wird dann vom Waldvogel als Zeichen 
der Verführung übernommen. Er ist ja in Wirklichkeit ein Todesvogel, kein liebes, 
kleines Vögelchen. Das ist ein Agent.” Neef, Theater Ruth Berghaus, 162. Berghaus 
suggests that gestures, like music, may be diegetic; thus, the Wälsung siblings are able to 
recognize each other through a gesture.  
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What begins as a gesture of love eventually becomes one associated with temptation and 

death. In other words, the gesture undergoes a transformation of meaning over time, 

much like many of the musical leitmotifs. That is, a gesture may serve as a recognizable 

signal, but its multiple layers of meaning cannot be reduced to a single label. Ultimately, 

this polysemy seems to contradict the transparency alluded to above in the Pietzsch 

interview; and, the metaphor is by no means as commonplace as the example from the 

Brecht staging.  

The Brecht and Wagner examples do however share several important features. 

Firstly, gesture is treated as a self-sufficient medium, one that is capable of telling a story 

within its own system of meaning. Secondly, gesture may be used to highlight a key 

theme (love) and also to make crucial connections in the plot (the Woodbird is an agent 

acting on behalf of Wotan.) Thirdly, the use of a recurring gesture binds moments that are 

removed in time, thereby lending a greater sense of continuity. Thus, what Zehelein 

describes as the non-linearity of Berghaus’s gestural language – how gestures disrupt and 

fragment the straightforward account of events – ultimately results in a different kind of 

continuity, one at a higher level. And, in this way, Berghaus is able to bring the separate 

evenings together into a coherent cycle. (The resulting continuity at a higher level is one 

outstanding feature that distinguishes the Frankfurt project from the later one in Stuttgart, 

even though both productions rely on similar means to disrupt the simple succession of 

events.) 

 Returning again to the Berghaus-Pietzsch interview, we may note a similar 

treatment of opera’s other component art forms. Each art form is described as being self-
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sufficient, as being capable of signification in terms of its own system. What results is a 

type of counterpoint between the media: 

“I place this gestural language in counterpoint to the other information carriers, 
like spoken language, music, and set design. In this way there arises a dialectical 
unity of all the formal means, upon which the artistic effect and outcome of the 
director’s work are based. This model contradicts any sort of smooth relationship 
between the art forms. The director and stage designer must enable the actor or 
singer to present a tension between these art forms.”53  

 
In other words, Berghaus avoids any sort of duplication between the art forms, instead 

favoring a relationship where the media remain in tension. Only through such tension 

may the individual component art forms retain their self-sufficiency. But this does not 

mean that these art forms should remain completely removed from one another. As 

suggested by her term “dialectical unity of all the formal means” and the comparison to 

counterpoint, Berghaus is against the mere juxtaposition of independently functioning art 

forms – this would be the opposite extreme of tautology and would also collapse the 

dialectical tension on which her model relies.  

Berghaus’ model of interaction between the art forms remains open-ended – she 

provides neither an answer for nor a concrete example of how this balancing act between 

tension and unity, between contrapuntal density and transparency, is to be accomplished. 

Berghaus is like Zehelein in at least two respects: she tends to focus on the process of 

representation and signification, and she favors the sort of hybridity that results from 

mixing independent means of expression.    

                                                
53 “Diese szenisch-metaphorische Ebene setze ich kontrapunktisch zu den andern 
Informationsträgern, wie Sprache, Musik, Bühnenraum. Auf diese Weise entsteht eine 
dialektische Einheit aller Gestaltungsmittel, auf sie gründet sich die künstlerische 
Wirkung der Regiearbeit. Diese Konzeption widerspricht allen glatten Lösungen. 
Regisseur und Bühnenbildner müssen den Darstellern ermöglichen, dass 
widersprüchliche Lösungen angeboten werden können.” Pietzsch, Werkstatt Theater, 36. 
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Mime is Wotan’s Smaller Shadow, The Gods Become Nibelungs 
 

Each of the characters in the Frankfurt Ring is part of a larger constellation of 

figures that shapes and constrains his or her actions. Thus, in order to gain understanding 

of a character’s role, we must first approach it in terms of its underlying dynamic. More 

specifically, characters and groups of characters are often paired as opposites that hold 

one another in check and that share important similarities. A given character may 

participate simultaneously in multiple relationships of this kind; and, what results is a 

thick and complex web of character relations. This procedure is a guiding principle of the 

Frankfurt team and will also shape my account of the characters. I will discuss two such 

dynamics: the one between Mime and Wotan, and that between the gods and the 

Nibelungs (i.e. between the light-elves and the night-elves). 

 In keeping with what has become a common trend over the past several decades, 

the Frankfurt team depicts Wotan in an unfavorable light. Berghaus describes Wotan as 

follows in the Musiktheater Hinweise issue covering the Walküre premiere: 

“At one point in our initial production work, we adopted the following allegory: 
through the loss of an eye, Wotan can no longer see things in perspective. Wotan 
no longer has strategy in the sense of perspective. […] Wotan thinks from one day 
to the next. His reality is that of despair. He recognizes the fact that he is lying, 
but does not act accordingly. He constantly pities himself. He blames the others. 
He represses the curse, leads others astray, and drives toward the end. The curse 
works – wherever Wotan goes, he destroys love. And he does not gain in 
power.”54 

                                                
54 “Wir haben zu Beginn unserer Arbeit einmal eine Allegorie gesetzt: durch den Verlust 
seines einen Auges […], kann Wotan nicht mehr perspektivisch sehen: Strategie im Sinne 
einer Perspektive hat Wotan nicht mehr. […] Wotan denkt von heute auf morgen, er hat 
keine Strategie. Wotans Wahrheit ist konkret die der Verzweiflung. Er hat seine Lüge 
erkannt, doch handelt er nicht danach. Er bedauert sich ständig. Die andern sind schuldig. 
Er verdrängt den Fluch – steuert in Sackgassen, drängt zum Ende. Der Fluch wirkt: Wo 
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Berghaus uses Wotan’s poor vision, his lack of depth perception, as an illuminating 

metaphor for the god’s inability to judge the relative importance of things. That is, Wotan 

focuses too narrowly on one goal – maintaining and securing further power – and loses 

sight of everything else, including his contact with reality. As a result of his poor 

eyesight, Wotan sees things only in the moment and dismisses the long-term 

consequences of his actions. In effect, Wotan is depicted as having the mentality of a 

child, always thinking in the moment and never taking responsibility for his actions. He 

blames others and pities himself. 

 Zehelein gives a slightly more sympathetic description of Wotan in the same issue 

of Musiktheater Hinweise: 

“I said already that Wotan is working against a very great fear and is action-
oriented. On the one hand, there is the wandering about on earth and the fathering 
of the Wälsung twins. On the other hand, there is the path to Erda and the 
fathering of the Valkyries. […] One does Wotan an injustice by constantly 
attributing to him a strategic consciousness. Rather, he is action-oriented, working 
against the ring’s silence – its power is the great Other, of which he has enormous 
fear.”55 

 
That is, Wotan is a man of action, driven by his fear of the Other. By emphasizing 

Wotan’s fear, Zehelein makes him more human and is able to link his fear with that 

experienced by such characters as Alberich and Mime. Fear seems to be an underlying 

condition bound up with power, a connection made explicit in the stage directions for 

                                                                                                                                            
Wotan hintritt, zerstört er die Liebe. Und er gewinnt nicht an Macht. Merkwürdig!” 
Musiktheater Hinweise, Walküre, 6. 
55 “Ich sagte schon, dass Wotan gegen eine ganz große Angst anarbeitet, dass er etwas 
Aktionistisches hat. Das Umherstreunen auf der Erde und die Zeugung der Zwillinge ist 
die eine Seite, und der Gang zur Wala und die Zeugung der Walküren ist die andere. […] 
Man tut Wotan unrecht, ihm dauernd ein strategisches Bewusstsein zu unterschieben. Er 
ist aktionistisch und arbeitet gegen das Schweigen des Ringes, dessen Macht das Andere 
ist, was ihm Angst macht.” Musiktheater Hinweise, Walküre, 8. 



       

 252 

Alberich in the production book for Rheingold: “Alberich is not a villain, but rather like a 

child. He must show his fear.”56 We also find the following in the production notes: 

“Alberich fears what he cannot see and being alone.”57 Later, it is added: “Alberich 

repeatedly checks his pockets for fear that he has lost the ring and Tarnhelm. He is 

constantly hiding them in new spots in his clothing.”58 Thus, even before Alberich 

explicitly curses the ring in scene four, there is already an unmistakable connection 

between power, symbolized by the ring, and fear – that is, fear of losing power or of not 

being able to obtain it.  

This brotherhood through fear is a crucial theme for the Frankfurt team. Let’s 

look closer at how it is developed in the character dynamic between Wotan and Mime. 

Berghaus refers to Mime as “Wotan’s smaller shadow” (der kleine Schatten Wotans).59 In 

her view, Mime desires and dreams of power, and he will do anything and everything 

possible to obtain it: “Just like with Alberich and with Wotan, the means of acquiring 

power are never questioned.”60 Zehelein describes the Mime-Wotan character dynamic in 

slightly different terms. Mime is Wotan’s “counter-figure,” an opposition that is 

manifested in their musical material (or lack thereof): “That there is no musical motif for 

Mime points to something very unusual: beyond blood relation and also upbringing, 

                                                
56 “Alberich nicht als Bösewicht, sondern wie Kind – muss auch Angst haben.”  
“Regiebuch zum Rheingold,” in AdK, Ruth-Berghaus-Archiv, no. 975, 137. 
57 “Alberich hat Angst vor der Unsichtbarkeit, vor dem Alleinsein.” Scenic Description 
for Rheingold, 3. 
58 “Ständig tastet Alberich seine Taschen ab in panischer Angst, Ring und Tarnhelm zu 
verlieren und versteckt sie an immer neuen Orten seiner Kleidung.” Scenic Description 
for Rheingold, 18. 
59 Musiktheater Hinweise, Siegfried, 7. 
60 “Mime hat seine Wünsche, seine Träume und seine Ideale, und um die zu erreichen, ist 
ihm nun auch jedes Mittel recht. Auch bei Alberich und bei Wotan werden die Mittel 
nicht infrage gestellt.” Musiktheater Hinweise, Siegfried, 7. 
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Mime – and not Alberich – is the counter-figure to Wotan.”61 Zehelein adds shortly 

thereafter: “Mime is the counter-model to Wotan. Both ultimately fail: Wotan with a rich 

amount of musical material and with pathos, Mime with neither material nor pathos.”62 

To summarize, the Mime-Wotan dynamic is one that extends beyond blood and 

enculturation. Both characters are paired through formal means to make a single point: 

the transitory and elusive nature of power.  

It should be noted that this is an unusual treatment of Mime. If Mime is paired 

with Wotan, then the depiction of one will influence that of the other. As Berghaus puts 

it, if Mime is treated comically and made fun of, then one also does damage to his 

opposite, Wotan.63 This portrayal of Mime breaks with the practice that we saw in 

Chéreau’s staging of Siegfried in Bayreuth, where Chéreau highlights Adorno’s thesis 

that Mime is Wagner’s spiteful caricature of Jews. In the Frankfurt staging, this reading is 

set aside, and Mime is treated as an equal counterpart to Wotan. We will return to this 

point in the section on reception, when we look at how reviewers responded to the 

depiction of Mime. As we shall see, the reading of the viewers did not always correspond 

with that provided by the production team. 

… 

                                                
61 “Aber dass es letztlich kein Motiv für Mime gibt, verweist ja auf etwas ganz 
Eigenartiges, jenseits von Genealogie, von Ablösung, jenseits auch von Erziehung, 
nämlich darauf, dass Mime und nicht Alberich, die Konträrfigur zu Wotan ist.” 
Musiktheater Hinweise, Siegfried, 6. 
62 “Das verweist auf das absolute Gegenmodell zu Wotan. Wotan, im höchsten Sinn 
angereichert mit Material, scheitert in vollem Pathos, Mime scheitert ohne Material, ohne 
Pathos, an nichts.” Musiktheater Hinweise, Siegfried, 6. 
63 “Man muss [Mime] Ernst nehmen. Verulkt oder beschädigt man eine solche Figur, 
beschädigt man auch sein Gegenüber.” Musiktheater Hinweise, Siegfried, 7. 
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 Just below the  surface of the Mime-Wotan dynamic lies an even more important 

pairing, the one occurring between the gods (the light-elves) and the Nibelung dwarves 

(the night-elves). In the log of the conceptual discussions for Rheingold, we find a 

number of allusions to the gods’ vulnerability, more specifically to the possibility that 

they will lose their godly status. Berghaus remarks that the gods become increasingly 

more like humans – that is, more human.64 Zehelein elaborates on this point: “The gods 

are made vulnerable by the gold. They go defenseless like salamanders toward Valhalla. 

The gods become human.”65 I would like to argue here that Berghaus and Zehelein are 

not using the word “human” in the sense of “worthy of our sympathy” or “sympathetic.” 

(The Frankfurt team does not want the audience to identify or sympathize with the gods, 

especially in Rheingold.) Rather, Berghaus and Zehelein are referring to the possibility 

that the gods may lose their privileged status as light-elves, that is, become more like 

their opposites, the night-elves. This sense of “becoming more human” is shown in two 

different ways in the Frankfurt Rheingold: through the removal of shoes and the use of 

masks.  

 When we are first introduced to the gods in scene two of Rheingold, we cannot 

help but notice their unusual shoes, a type of elevated sandal that the production book 

refers to as a “cothurnus” (Kothurn). A thick-soled shoe that was worn by the actors of 

ancient Greek tragedy, the cothurnus is perhaps the most obvious way that Axel Manthey 

conveys the elevated status of the gods, both literally and figuratively. (The gods also 

                                                
64 “Die Götter werden vielleicht immer mehr zu Menschen.” “Gesprächsprotokolle zur 
Arbeitsgesprächen des Regieteams zum Rheingold,” in AdK, Ruth-Berghaus-Archiv, no. 
982, 6. 
65 “Durch das Gold werden die Götter nackt, gehen schutzlos wie Molche nach Walhall 
ein – [die Götter] werden zu Menschen.” Gesprächsprotokolle Rheingold, 8. 
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wear toga-like garments, again alluding to ancient Greek tragedy.) When Freia is 

abducted by Fasolt and Fafner later in the scene, the gods respond by taking off their 

shoes, which serves as a potent symbol of their vulnerability and their loss of youth and 

vitality. When Wotan then descends into Nibelheim, he carries his shoes loosely knotted 

around his neck (Is Wotan in danger of suffocating?). A short but humorous segment of 

pantomime follows during the Nibelheim scene: after Wotan sets down his shoes in order 

to inspect, and steal from, Alberich’s treasure chest of gold, Alberich begins to play with 

the shoes, even slipping his hands into them. This image suggests that Alberich would 

like to become a light-elf. He wants to seize the godly status that Wotan is in danger of 

losing, a course of events that is then averted when he is captured. Later, when Freia’s 

ransom has been paid and she is released, the gods slip back into their shoes – that is, 

they have regained their elevated status. Yet, things do not return to how they were 

before Freia’s abduction in scene two; the precarious position of the gods continues to be 

evident. They appear to be in constant danger of toppling over in their stiff, awkward 

shoes; and, as they ascend the steep steps of Valhalla, a fall seems inevitable.  

 A similar story is told through the use of masks. Freia’s abduction by the giants in 

scene two is once again a critical turning point. In that moment when Freia disappears 

from the stage, a number of masks appear onstage, a moment that is described as follows 

in the production notes: “The suction of old-age pulls the gods into the background; and, 

old-age becomes visible in the form of masks, which rest on the turning backdrop of the 

night sky.”66 First Wotan and then also Fricka, Froh, and Donner carry around these large 

                                                
66 “Der Sog des Alters drängt sie [die Götter] in den Hintergrund und das Alter wird 
sichtbar in Form von Masken, die an der Burg, dem eindrehenden Nachthimmel, lehnen.” 
Scenic Description for Rheingold, 58. 
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old-age masks (Altersmasken). Wotan continues to carry his around in Nibelheim, where 

the Nibelung dwarves also appear with masks. The description of the latter in the 

production notes is especially vivid: “Laboring industriously with wide eyes and gaping 

mouths, the night-elves appear as masks that push and shove nervously in the system of 

tubes and tunnels, which glows red from the heat of their work.”67 That is, the night-elves 

are no longer distinguishable from their masks. Nibelheim is a place of extreme 

dehumanization, where a mask and its carrier become one and the same. The 

juxtaposition here between Wotan’s mask and those of the Nibelungs seems to suggest 

that the gods are themselves in danger of being dehumanized, that they too can become 

night-elves. Precisely this danger is alluded to in the production notes: “Wotan and Loge 

become smaller – for Wotan in the form of a human, for Loge in the form of Wotan’s 

pack horse. There is however the danger of becoming a night-elf.”68 This note draws 

attention to the underlying conditions that constrain both the light- and night-elves. Both 

are equally capable of being dehumanized in the face of gold and power. Furthermore, it 

is suggested that the Nibelungs embody a potential that is always present in the gods, that 

the night-elf is more or less a type of fallen light-elf.  

When Freia later returns to the gods in scene four, they cast aside their old-age 

masks. Yet, the gods remain vulnerable, and they are made to confront this reality. The 

scene of Freia’s ransom makes painfully obvious to them what has already been 

suggested to us through the symbolism of the masks: that the human body, and with it 

                                                
67 “Emsig arbeitend, mit weitaufgerissenen Augen und Mündern, drängeln sich die 
Masken, die Nachtalben, nervös in dem System von Schläuchen und Gängen, die in der 
Hitze der Arbeit rot aufleuchten.” Scenic Description for Rheingold, 68. 
68 “Wotan und Loge verkleinern sich, für Wotan in Form der Menschwerdung, für Loge 
als Last- und Zugtier Wotans. Aber es birgt eine Gefahr zu einem Nachtalben zu 
werden.” Scenic Description for Rheingold, 15. 
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life, is in danger of being reduced to a monetary exchange. This fact is made 

unmistakable by the manner in which the gold is stacked to resemble Freia’s figure.69 

Freia is no longer distinguishable from her ransom; and, gold and life become 

exchangeable. 

 

Reception of the Frankfurt Ring 

In this section I will discuss the reception of Frankfurt’s Ring cycle in East and 

West German newspapers, focusing primarily on the latter. The discussion is organized in 

terms of several key themes that appear in many of the reviews. In general, I noted the 

following trend in West German newspapers: what started out as a mainly negative 

response to Rheingold became increasingly more positive with Walküre, Siegfried, and 

Götterdämmerung. Siegfried was a turning point in at least two respects. Most reviews 

were now positive, and this was Frankfurt’s first staging of Siegfried since the late 1930s. 

In contrast to West German newspapers, those in East Germany treated Frankfurt’s Ring 

as a success from the outset. However, East German reviews were for the most part 

limited to several lines and refrained from any sort of critical analysis of the stagings. 

One does not get the impression that these East German reviewers actually attended the 

premieres. 

 The first point that many of the West German reviewers make is that Berghaus 

fragments the Ring into a number of isolated moments, which is taken to be a 

shortcoming of the staging. Referring to Berghaus as a “fanatic of the moment,” Joachim 

Kaiser of the Süddeutsche Zeitung writes: “Ruth Berghaus and Axel Manthey break apart 

                                                
69 The production notes refer to the hoard as Freia’s “golden image” (ihr goldenes 
Ebenbild) and as the “golden puppet.” Scenic Description for Rheingold, 39f. 
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the world of Rheingold into many theatrical moments. There must always be something 

astonishing or startling happening.”70 Kaiser leaves no doubt that this is not intended as a 

complement: “All these exaggerated illustrations – partly intelligent, partly predictable – 

detract attention from the weighty, serious simplicity of Wagner’s work.”71 In other 

words, Berghaus focuses too much on the individual moments and not enough on the 

straightforward account of events; and, this attention to isolated moments detracts 

attention from, and even undermines, the “serious matters of the plot.” Kaiser criticizes 

Berghaus for not offering a larger picture, for failing to synthesize the individual 

moments into a larger whole.72  

 A similar point is made by Heinz Josef Herbort in Die Zeit. He describes the 

Frankfurt Walküre as a mere collection of isolated moments or episodes: “The episodes 

lose their sharpness, the aphorisms get stuck in their isolation.”73 Similarly, in his review 

of Rheingold, Herbort attacks Berghaus for “assuming that heterogeneous fragments 

could complement one another to make a larger whole.74 Herbort concludes that 

Berghaus does not rise to the occasion of providing a new interpretation of the Ring, and 

                                                
70 “Ruth Berghaus und Axel Manthey brechen sie [die Rheingold-Welt] auseinander in 
lauter theatralische Momente. Es muss immer etwas Verblüffendes passieren.” Joachim 
Kaiser, “Berghaus-Momente und Gielen-Parlando,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, December 9, 
1985.  
71 “Nur lenken alle diese Über-Bebilderungen teils intelligent, teils plump vorhersehbar 
von der schweren, gewichtigen Einfachheit des Wagnerschen Werkes weg.” Kaiser, 
Berghaus-Momente und Gielen-Parlando. 
72 “Mit alledem schuf die Berghaus kein irgendwie in sich stimmiges Gegenbild. Sie 
kommentierte mal so, mal so.” Kaiser, Berghaus-Momente und Gielen-Parlando. 
73 “Die Episödchen verlieren ihre Schärfe, die Aphorismen bleiben an ihrer Isolation 
hängen.” Heinz Josef Herbort, “Prima la musica – und dann? Fast ein Opern-Tagebuch,” 
Die Zeit, May 9, 1986. 
74 “Gemischte Gefühle also stellen sich ein im Laufe dieses Rheingolds: […] Skepsis 
auch gegenüber der Annahme, die heterogenen Fragmente könnten sich wechselseitig 
ergänzen und legitimieren.” Heinz Josef Herbort, “Griechische Germanen,” Die Zeit, 
December 13, 1985. 
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that she is not a worthy successor to Chéreau.75 In Herbort’s view, Berghaus is not 

concrete enough, and she leaves too many questions unanswered. Ultimately, her brief 

moments of insight are overshadowed by the absence of any sort of consistent reading of 

Wagner’s story. Again, open-endedness and fragmentation are not qualities that tend to 

be valued by West German critics, especially with regard to Wagner. 

… 

 The second point made by many of these West German reviewers is that the 

Frankfurt team favors style over substance. These critics argue that the Ring and its plot 

are undermined by a style that is flashy, trendy, and without content. In their opinion, the 

Ring is in danger of becoming “cheap entertainment” and losing its status of high art.  

 This distrust of style is especially evident in the reviews written by Gerhard Koch 

in the Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (hereafter FAZ). For instance, in addition to 

dismissing the Frankfurt Walküre as “art deco plus do-it-yourself-psychoanalysis,” he 

writes: “Manthey’s designs are always exquisite, […] yet at times the impression of 

cheap, sterile stylings remains.”76 He states that he is unmoved by the staging’s 

“homelessness.”77 This distrust of style is even more apparent in Koch’s review of 

Siegfried, where he accuses the Frankfurt team of doing too much and of over-indulging 

the audience: “At times the staging is overstrained and seems again to give way to an 

                                                
75 “Ruth Berghaus, […] die vielleicht in der Nach-Chéreau-Ära berufen sein könnte, ein 
neues Kapitel der Ring-Rezeption anzufangen – sie hat sich jetzt beim Frankfurter 
Rheingold ins Anekdotische geflüchtet.” Herbort, Griechische Germanen. 
76 “Mantheys Bilder sind immer wieder exquisit, […] doch der Eindruck des leicht 
geleckt-sterilen Stylings will nicht immer weichen.” Gerhard R. Koch, “Abspaltungen – 
Frankfurt: Die Walküre in der Sicht von Michael Gielen, Ruth Berghaus und Axel 
Manthey,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, May 3, 1986. 
77 “Doch der Eindruck einer Unbehaustheit ohne die Kraft auch des wüst Verstörenden 
bleibt.” Koch, Abspaltungen. 



       

 260 

almost dangerous sort of ingratiating, pseudo-natural story-telling.”78 Koch concludes his 

review of Siegfried by spelling out his Adorno-like aversion to style:   

“Several reservations remain with regard to this Ring production. A great deal of 
the production conforms to an abstract principle of symbols, one that through 
over-emphasis seems almost arbitrary at certain points. Even more problematic is 
the sterile postmodern stylishness of the design. Sometimes the chaotic and 
catastrophic appears to be subsumed all too much under what comes across as a 
sugary will-to-style.”79 

 
Here, Koch pairs style against content, favoring the latter over the former. In his view, 

Berghaus and the Frankfurt team have created a production that both distracts attention 

from and undercuts the Ring’s powerful message, particularly the emotional impact of the 

“chaotic” and “catastrophic.” What remains is a vacuous, unmoving, “sugary will-to-

style” (schier geschleckt sich auswirkenden Stilwillen).  

 The aversion to style is equally present in the reviews of Heinz Josef Herbort, 

who like Koch considers the Frankfurt stagings to be “trendy,” “naïve,” and “without 

deeper meaning.” Herbort writes the following about the “abstract” style of Rheingold: 

“This abstraction admittedly has method, even if it appears trendy or follows cubist 

models – even if it wants to be humorous or fairytale-like, a naïve playfulness or irony 

without deeper meaning. This abstraction plays with itself.”80 In Herbort’s opinion, the 

                                                
78 “Manche Überangestrengtheit scheint nun einer mitunter fast wieder gefährlich 
gefälligen, pseudonatürlichen Erzählweise gewichen.” Gerhard R. Koch, “Den Drachen 
bezwungen, Warten auf die Götterdämmerung,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 
November 11, 1986. 
79 “Einige Vorbehalte gegenüber dieser Ring-Inszenierung bleiben bestehen. Nicht eben 
wenig entspricht einem abstrakten Chiffren-Kanon, der mittlerweile an einigen Stellen in 
seiner Überdeutlichkeit schon fast wieder beliebig wirkt. Noch problematischer wirkt der 
postmoderne Saubermann-Schick der Ausstattung. Allzusehr scheint manchmal das 
Chaotische, Katastrophische dem schier geschleckt sich auswirkenden Stilwillen 
subsumiert.” Koch, Den Drachen bezwungen. 
80 “Diese Abstraktion freilich hat Methode, auch wenn sie sich poppig gibt oder dem 
Muster einer kubistischen Vorlage folgt, humorig oder märchenhaft sein möchte, naives 
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Frankfurt team engages in a meaningless sort of self-referential playing, experimenting 

with style at the expense of substance or deeper meaning. Then, in his review of Walküre, 

he equates this emphasis on style with artistic compromise, accusing the Frankfurt team 

of “selling out” and of treating the Ring as “cheap entertainment”: “In the blink of an eye, 

the theater sells off cheaply its valued position and becomes mere amusement.”81 In other 

words, Frankfurt’s emphasis on style sets out to please and “amuse” the audience; and, in 

doing so, it undermines the opera house’s “valued position” (Stellenwert) – that is, its 

task of educating the public (Bildungsauftrag) and of preserving the canon. According to 

Herbort’s reasoning, a staging cannot be both enlightening and entertaining; it is either 

serious or amusing.  

 This manner of thinking in terms of oppositions is especially evident in Joachim 

Kaiser’s review of Götterdämmerung, where he likens Berghaus’s staging to a cheap 

detective show: “The second act of Götterdämmerung was as trivial as a mediocre 

detective show on television, for whose sake one would surely not attend an opera house 

or spend an exhausting evening.”82 There are two arguments or assumptions underlying 

Kaiser’s critique of the Berghaus staging here: that Wagner’s Ring is and should be 

treated as high art, and that one goes to the opera house for the sole purpose of seeing 

                                                                                                                                            
Spiel oder Ironie ohne tiefere Bedeutung: Sie spielt mit sich selber.” Herbort, Griechische 
Germanen. 
81 “Das Theater verscherbelt seinen Stellenwert im Handumdrehen und gerät zum 
Amüsement.” Herbort, Prima la musica. 
82 “Der zweite Götterdämmerung-Akt war so belanglos wie eine mittelmäßige Krimi-
Sendung im Fernsehen (um derentwillen man ja gewiss nicht mühsam ein Opernhaus 
besuchen und einen anstrengenden Abend in Kauf nehmen würde.” Joachim Kaiser, 
“Götterdämmerung als Filzhut-Krimi: Wie Ruth Berghaus und Michael Gielen den 
Frankfurter Ring zu Ende brachten,” Süddeutsche Zeitung, March 10, 1987. In making 
the case that Berghaus draws on popular culture, Koch describes the Gibichung court as 
being styled after an American gangster film from the 1950s. 
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works of high art. Kaiser believes that Berghaus has violated both of these points, and he 

draws attention to what he takes to be the resulting damage: “If one fears the boredom of 

tradition, one can break up Götterdämmerung and turn it into diverse systems of images. 

But then the weight of the matter suffers irreparable damage.”83 The damage caused by 

Berghaus’s irreverent reading is two-fold: Wagner’s work loses its “weight” or privileged 

status as high art and also its place within the canon. And, as a result, the opera house is 

deprived of its valued position as custodian over a canon of timeless masterpieces.   

How does the aversion to style exemplified by these West German critics relate to 

the broader political context of divided Germany in the mid- to late-1980s? Let’s focus 

on an argument made by Kaiser, that Berghaus’s allusions to popular culture – for 

instance, to the detective show and American gangster films – call into question 

Wagner’s place within the canon, and undermine the opera house’s function as protector 

of the canon. At least at first sight, Kaiser’s emphasis on preserving the canon seems to 

be in keeping with a similar practice found in the GDR. (Not to mention the fact that the 

canon in East Germany included many of the same composers and musical works.) 

However, there is a crucial difference between how each state approached its canon. In 

the GDR, the connection between culture and politics was made explicit; and, the canon 

served to legitimate and uphold the myth of the socialist state as the “true inheritor” of 

                                                
83 “Man kann die Götterdämmerung, falls man konventionelle Langweile fürchtet, gewiss 
aufbrechen und in mannigfache Bildsysteme umfunktionieren. Dann leidet das Gewicht 
der Sache irreparablen Schaden.” Kaiser, Götterdämmerung als Filzhut-Krimi. Kaiser 
also argues that the primacy of the visual elements in Berghaus’s staging undermines 
what he takes to be the primacy of music in Wagner’s music dramas. As Kaiser puts it, in 
the Frankfurt Götterdämmerung the music becomes incidental and subordinate to the 
visual. 
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German culture, both for its citizens and abroad.84 In contrast, West Germany adopted a 

type of counter-model, one that insisted on keeping culture and politics separate, and that 

treated the canon as high art and as being removed from everyday life. Needless to say, 

this was an illusion, but one that was nonetheless maintained well into the 1980s. 

Whereas the GDR stressed the “democratic” nature of opera and its accessibility to 

listeners of every kind, West German critics tended to denounce any attempt to appeal to 

a larger audience, especially when this involved elements of popular culture.85 In light of 

the differences between the two states, we can read the aversion to style and the fear of 

artistic compromise articulated by West German critics as manifestations of an ongoing 

cultural Cold War.  

… 

 We will now address the question of how Mime’s portrayal in the Frankfurt Ring 

was received by West German critics. Recall that Berghaus and Zehelein treated Mime as 

a type of equal counterpart to Wotan. As we will see from the reviews, the interpretations 

provided by the critics did not always correspond with that intended by the production 

team, particularly with regard to Mime’s depiction in Rheingold. Finally, I also draw on 

my own personal observations from video recordings of all four parts of the Frankfurt 

cycle, which allow me to verify and also take a critical stance on the readings given by 

West German reviewers. 

                                                
84 Calico, Für eine neue Deutsche Nationaloper, 190f. 
85 As evidence of the East German view of opera, Calico cites Hans Eisler’s 1952 lecture 
“What Can the Opera Composer Learn from Richard Wagner?”: “Opera, opposed to 
concert music, is the most democratic of major musical forms since it is more readily 
accessible to listeners of widely differing degrees of musical education.” Quoted in 
Calico, Für eine neue Deutsche Nationaloper, 198. 
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 In his review of Siegfried, Gerhard Koch claims that the Frankfurt team does not 

convey Adorno’s thesis that Mime is Wagner’s spiteful caricature of Jews. Koch praises 

Heinz Zednik’s portrayal of Mime in the Berghaus staging, contrasting it with Zednik’s 

performance of the same role a decade earlier in Bayreuth:  

“Heinz Zednik is successful at keeping Mime free of all hints of caricature and 
denunciation, instead choosing to portray him as an over-industrious character 
gripped by fear. Moreover, Zednik sings with a robust tenor voice, without 
exaggerating in a grotesque manner. Zednik was also Chéreau’s magnificent Loge 
and Mime in Bayreuth; and, it is one of the most exciting moments of this 
Frankfurt production to observe the richness of Mime’s character and its further 
shaping through Berghaus’s very different gestural language of symbols. It is as if 
two contrasting concepts were made present simultaneously in one person.”86 

 
In the earlier production staged by Chéreau in Bayreuth, Zednik interpreted Mime as a 

caricature, a figure to be laughed at and scorned – thereby highlighting the controversial 

idea that Wagner’s anti-Semitism had seeped into his operas, especially the character of 

Mime. In contrast, in the Frankfurt staging of Siegfried, Zednik keeps Mime’s character 

free of all hints of caricature. By singing with a full, robust voice, Zednik suggests that 

Mime should be taken just as seriously as Wotan. That Zednik is able to depict the same 

figure so differently in Frankfurt highlights, for Koch (and also for this reader), the 

richness of Mime’s character, and that one cannot reduce him to a single reading. Koch 

notes a similar treatment of Alberich’s character: “Adalbert Waller was a brooding, 

                                                
86 “Heinz Zednik gelingt es, den Mime von karikierenden und denunzierenden Zügen 
freizuhalten, ihn in erster Linie als überemsig-angstbesessenen Charakter darzustellen. 
Zudem singt er mit kernigem Tenor, ohne grotesk zu chargieren. Zednik war auch 
Chéreaus grandioser Bayreuther Loge und Mime, und es gehört zu den aufregenden 
Momenten dieser Inszenierung, die weiterprägende Dichte dieses Rollenporträts durch 
die so ganz anders gestische Chiffrensprache von Ruth Berghaus hindurch zu spüren. Es 
ist, als würden sich da zwei konträre Regiekonzepte in einer Person steigern.” Koch, Den 
Drachen bezwungen. Note that Zehelein also sings Loge in the Frankfurt Rheingold, just 
as he did in Bayreuth. 
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emphatic Alberich without any sort of artificial sinisterness.”87 In keeping with the 

reading intended by the production team, Koch draws the conclusion that the gods and 

the Nibelungs are treated as equal counterparts in this Frankfurt staging.88 

 Hans-Klaus Jungheinrich provides a similar interpretation of Mime in the 

Frankfurter Rundschau. In his review of Siegfried, he applauds the singers for bringing 

depth to the characters of Mime and Alberich:  

“Excellent character studies of Mime and Alberich were offered by Heinz Zednik 
and Adalbert Waller, respectively. Mime was more a sinister man of honor than a 
dwarfish flibbertigibbet. (Magnificent was his circumspection in the process of 
gathering and preparing the poisonous herbs for the deadly broth intended for 
Siegfried.) Alberich was poor but elegant with his fur coat and empty pockets.”89 

 
Jungheinrich stresses the multifaceted nature of Mime’s character: even though Mime is 

cautious, he is just as determined as Wotan to realize his goals. Both Mime and Alberich 

look and behave in a manner that invites comparison with the gods. Mime is a “dark man 

of honor,” and Alberich is “elegant in his fur coat.” Perhaps the gods and the Nibelungs 

aren’t so far removed from each other after all.  

 My own personal observations of the Frankfurt Siegfried corroborate this reading 

of Mime as an equal counterpart to Wotan. In Act One, Mime wears what looks to be a 

white lab coat. He is completely bald and has a very pale face with red eyes. (The white 

face and red eyes refer back to the Nibelung masks from scene three of Rheingold.) Mime 

                                                
87 “Adalbert [war] ein hintersinnig nachdrücklicher Alberich ohne aufgesetzte 
Finsterlings-Attitüde.” Koch, Den Drachen bezwungen. 
88 “Licht und Schatten sind bei diesem Siegfried gleichmäßig verteilt.” Koch, Den 
Drachen bezwungen. 
89 “Exzellente Charakterstudien boten Heinz Zedniks Mime, eher finsterer Ehrenmann als 
zwergiger Irrwisch (herrlich seine Umsicht beim Pflücken und Verwenden der 
Giftkräuter für den Siegfried zugedachten tödlichen Sud); Adalbert Wallers Alberich, 
schäbig elegant mit Pelzmantel und leeren Taschen [...].” Hans-Klaus Jungheinrich, 
“Eine Selbstüberbietung: Ruth Berghaus, mit Siegfried immer einfacher und klarer,” 
Frankfurter Rundschau, November 11, 1986. 



       

 266 

appears to have a rash on his hand where the skin is very irritated. He is also 

hunchbacked. I turn now to Mime’s interaction with Wotan the Wanderer in the Riddle 

Scene of Act One, scene two. Mime is very rough with Wotan, as if the two were 

equals.90 First Mime kicks Wotan in order to get him to leave, and then he holds his 

ground with the fragmented Nothung. When Mime advances menacingly toward Wotan, 

the latter backs off. Berghaus and the Frankfurt team signal that Mime is neither harmless 

nor helpless here. Later, in Act Two, Mime wears all black, including his brimmed hat. 

Wotan and Alberich have on the same attire, suggesting that all three characters are 

brothers – they are all after the same thing, the ring.91 After Siegfried has killed Fafner, 

Mime lures him with a red sleeping bag or blanket, an object from Siegfried’s childhood. 

Here and elsewhere the Frankfurt team indicates that Mime is an equal counterpart of 

Wotan, and that – like the latter – he does not hesitate to use any and all means to realize 

his goal of obtaining the ring. 

 So far the reviews have been in keeping with the reading intended by the 

Frankfurt team. This is, however, not the case in Gerhard Koch’s review of Rheingold, 

which provides a much different interpretation of Mime than that in his later review of 

Siegfried. Here, in Rheingold, he claims that Mime’s character is barely made visible: 

“Adorno’s thesis that Mime is a spiteful caricature of Jews was taken up and 
translated into corresponding theatrical terms by Chéreau, Nichola Joel in 
Strasbourg, and Ruth Berghaus in East Berlin. However, this time Berghaus 

                                                
90 Wotan is depicted as being just as violent as Mime. In Act Three, Wotan is very 
abusive toward Erda, first grasping her hand and then forcing her close to him while 
covering her mouth. He then steps on Erda’s long blue dress. Berghaus seems to say that 
this is not a man who has resigned his powers, and that Wotan’s will and resolve are still 
intact and are as stubborn as ever. 
91 The dying Fafner also wears the same attire when he climbs from the dragon’s gaping 
mouth. 
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seemed to be overcome with shyness, and she hardly let Mime’s figure become 
visible: Mime the oppressed as Mime the theatrically repressed.”92 

 
Koch gives a short list of productions that he thinks intend to convey Adorno’s thesis that 

Mime is Wagner’s spiteful caricature of Jews. In other words, these productions draw 

attention not only to Wagner’s racism but also to their controversial belief that this racism 

is manifested in Mime’s character. By highlighting the anti-Semitic aspect of Mime’s 

character, these directors hope to present in a critical light both Wagner and the 

ideological content of his operas. While Berghaus’s 1979 staging of Rheingold in East 

Berlin appears conspicuously on the list, this is not the case with the later Frankfurt 

production. Koch attributes this difference in Mime’s treatment in Frankfurt to what he 

takes to be Berghaus’s shyness, suggesting that she was afraid of causing controversy. In 

Koch’s opinion, Berghaus theatrically represses the controversial aspects of Mime’s 

character and, in doing so, eliminates him from the stage altogether.  

 There are a number of serious accusations just below the surface of Koch’s 

statement that Berghaus theatrically represses “Mime the oppressed” (der Unterdrückte 

als der theatralisch Weggedrückte). According to Adorno’s thesis, Mime is oppressed not 

only by the other characters in the opera but also by Wagner himself. By saying that 

Berghaus “represses” the controversial aspects of Mime, Koch accuses her of making the 

situation worse. Koch seems to suggest that only by bringing out the negative qualities of 

Mime’s character into the open can we critically confront the ideological content of 

                                                
92 “Adornos These von der gehässigen Juden-Karikatur Mime wurde von Chéreau, 
Nichola Joel in Straßburg und Ruth Berghaus in Ost-Berlin aufgegriffen und mit 
entsprechenden Attributen umgesetzt. Diesmal schien sie dabei wie von Scheu befangen 
und ließ die Figur kaum sichtbar werden: der Unterdrückte als der theatralisch 
Weggedrückte.” Gerhard R. Koch, “Im Niemandsland: Ruth Berghaus’ und Michael 
Gielens Frankfurter Rheingold,” Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, December 9, 1985. 
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Wagner’s opera. Thus, by repressing Mime, Berghaus is in danger of spreading this 

ideological content. Koch’s statement can also be interpreted in another way. The 

German word “Weggedrückte,” derived from “wegdrücken,” has two meanings: a thing 

that is repressed, and a person or thing that is pushed away.93 To accuse Berghaus of 

“wegdrücken” is to suggest that her repression of Mime pushes him away, just as Wagner 

does. In other words, much like Wagner, Berghaus wants to do away with Mime and, as a 

result, contributes to Mime’s oppression. However, like Adorno’s thesis, both of Koch’s 

accusations assume that Mime’s character should be reduced to a single reading, one in 

which Mime is nothing more than a caricature and a victim of oppression. Perhaps 

Berghaus wanted to avoid such a reductive reading and decided to deemphasize the 

negative qualities of Mime’s character. Or, maybe she was guided by the more obvious 

fact that Mime does not play a significant role in Rheingold, and that his character does 

not call for a great deal of attention. 

 My own personal observations of Rheingold do not support Koch’s reading of 

Mime in the Nibelheim scene. Like Alberich, Mime wears nothing except long, baggy 

pants held up by suspenders. I would agree with Koch’s observation that Berghaus 

“hardly lets Mime’s figure become visible.” There are a number of factors that contribute 

to his invisibility: first, he wears grey and white, colors that do not attract attention; 

second, he has no spotlight and tends to appear in dark areas of the stage; third, there are 

always events taking place around him that distract our attention away from his character 

                                                
93 Duden provides two definitions of “wegdrücken”: to push away (“durch Drücken 
wegbewegen”), and to repress (“verdrängen”; “bedrängende Erlebnisse, Vorstellungen, 
Bedürfnisse o. Ä unbewusst aus dem Bewusstsein verbannen”; “einen 
Bewusstseinsinhalt, der sich psychisch nicht verarbeiten lässt, unterdrücken”). Duden 
Online, s.v. “wegdrücken,” accessed October 1, 2012, 
http://www.duden.de/rechtschreibung/wegdruecken.  
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(for instance, while Mime speaks to Loge, Wotan attempts to break into Alberich’s 

treasure chest.) However, unlike Koch, I would not say that Berghaus represses Mime, 

but rather that she makes him out to be just as dehumanized and anonymous as the 

Nibelung masks, thereby highlighting Nibelheim as a place of extreme dehumanization. 

Mime avoids all physical contact and swats Loge’s hands away. Berghaus does not stress 

Mime’s weakness, and Helmut Pampuch sings Mime with a full voice that is not comical. 

Again, all these features point to Mime’s dehumanization and not to what Koch refers to 

as his “theatrical repression.” In this respect, the Mime of Rheingold corresponds with 

what I observed in Siegfried, and both are in keeping with the production team’s reading 

of Mime as an equal, yet dehumanized counterpart of Wotan. 

… 

Up until this point we have focused on the reception of the Frankfurt Ring in West 

Germany. We now turn to its reception in the GDR. 

Each of the four premieres is either announced or given a brief review in at least 

three East German newspapers. However, except for different word ordering and the 

occasional insertion of an additional phrase, more or less the same review appears in each 

of these newspapers; and, these reviews are always limited to several sentences. The 

reviewer’s name is never given, and one does not get the impression that he or she 

actually attended the premiere. The articles provide little or no discussion of the Frankfurt 

team’s interpretation. Photographs are not included. 

The East German reviews treat the premieres as a success, especially with regard 

to their reception by West German audiences. They present the image of excited West 

German audiences flocking to see Berghaus’s new production; and, no mention is ever 
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made of the audience’s booing and hissing at the production team, which can clearly be 

heard on the video recordings of the premieres. For instance, the Dresden newspaper 

Sächsische Neueste Nachrichten writes the following of Rheingold, as if stating a fact: 

“the first of the cycle’s four operas had a successful premiere.”94 Walküre is, however, an 

exception, since the articles do not comment on whether the premiere was a success or 

failure. Like Rheingold, Siegfried is a success; and, the reviewers celebrate 

Götterdämmerung as the crowning achievement, as demonstrated by this passage taken 

from the Weimar newspaper Thüringer Tageblatt:  

“Richard Wagner’s Götterdämmerung in the staging by Ruth Berghaus at the 
Oper Frankfurt was received at its premiere this weekend with ovations and 
thunderous applause. Under the baton of the departing opera director Michael 
Gielen, the masterful staging of Götterdämmerung crowned the production of the 
complete Ring, which was not performed in its entirety in this city for nearly 45 
years.”95  

 
 These articles place a great deal of emphasis on the fact that Ruth Berghaus is 

from the GDR. Even the titles often allude to this fact: “GDR-Director as Guest” 

(Thüringer Tageblatt, Rheingold); “Success for GDR-Director” (Bauernecho, Siegfried); 

“Guest-Director” (Neues Deutschland, Siegfried).96 These reviews interpret Berghaus’s 

success in Frankfurt as a cultural victory for the GDR and, in doing so, intend to present 

                                                
94 “Mit Rheingold hatte die erste der vier Opern des Zyklus erfolgreich Premiere.” 
“Rheingold als Auftakt,” Sächsische Neueste Nachrichten, December 21, 1985. 
95 “Mit Ovationen und stürmischem Beifall wurde Richard Wagners Götterdämmerung in 
der Inszenierung von Ruth Berghaus am Wochenende bei der Premiere an der 
Städtischen Oper in Frankfurt am Main aufgenommen. Unter der Stabführung des 
scheidenden Opernchefs Michael Gielen krönte die meisterliche Inszenierung die 
Aufführung des gesamten Ring der Nibelungen, der seit fast 45 Jahren in der Main-Stadt 
nicht mehr vollständig vorgestellt worden war.” “Ovationen für Wagner-Inszenierung in 
der BRD,” Thüringer Tageblatt, March 11, 1987. 
96 The following reviews have titles referring to the fact that Berghaus is from the GDR: 
“DDR-Regisseurin zu Gast,” Thüringer Tageblatt, December 11, 1985; “Erfolg für DDR-
Regisseurin,” Bauernecho, November 12, 1986; “Gastregie,” Neues Deutschland, no date 
given. 



       

 271 

the GDR as culturally superior to West Germany, as the true custodian of Wagner and of 

German culture in general.  

… 

 What do West German critics make of the fact that Berghaus is from the GDR? 

These reviewers appear to have two ways of dealing with this fact. The first strategy is to 

make the claim that Berghaus breaks with her prior production style from the GDR. The 

second strategy is to criticize and deride those features of her production that are 

considered to come from the GDR. In many cases, West German critics merely take those 

aspects of the staging that they do not like, or that they find unfamiliar, and attribute them 

to the GDR.  

 Gerhard Koch’s FAZ review of Rheingold, which serves as an example of the first 

strategy described above, compliments Berghaus for breaking with the style and 

interpretation of her 1979 staging of Rheingold in East Berlin: 

“It is indicative of Ruth Berghaus’s good judgment that she has not taken up the 
troublesome model [of her 1979 staging] but instead has adhered to her principle 
and Gielen’s aesthetic that continually questions great works with regard to their 
inner intentions and truth contents and never assumes that there is a timeless 
codified and fixed work of art.”97 

 
Koch’s description of the 1979 staging of Rheingold presents the already familiar attack 

on style: 

“Berghaus has already staged Rheingold in the East Berlin Staatsoper, a Ring 
project that was discontinued shortly thereafter. The earlier Rheingold was a 
tragic-comedy of vanities, full of jest, irony, satire, and a very small dose of 

                                                
97 “Es ehrt Ruth Berghaus, dass sie dieses, allerdings auch heikle Modell nun nicht 
übernommen hat, sondern an ihrem Prinzip und der Gielen-Ästhetik festgehalten hat: 
große Kunstwerke stets neu auf ihre inneren Intentionen und ihren Wahrheitsgehalt hin 
zu befragen. Und nicht davon auszugehen, dass es eine ein für allemal kodifizierte und in 
jeweiligen Traditionen authentisch fixierte Werksgestalt gibt.” Gerhard Koch, Im 
Niemandsland. 
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deeper meaning. It was a colorful, pop spectacle of plastic and plexiglas in which 
none of the characters was depicted favorably. Everything was a lazy sort of chic-
magic.”98  

 
Yet if we read between the lines of Koch’s review, he hints that Berghaus does not 

entirely break with her previous mode of staging from the GDR. He criticizes the 

Frankfurt staging of Rheingold for some of the same reasons that he does the earlier 

staging in East Berlin, in particular for what he considers to be its cold theatricality and 

lack of substance.99 As a result of this, Koch constructs a type of implied narrative that 

traces Berghaus’s “emphasis on style” back to the GDR.  

 Heinz Herbort’s review of Walküre in Die Zeit stresses that Berghaus was a 

student of Brecht’s in the GDR, and that her staging incorporates elements from epic 

theater: “The director, trained by Brecht, knows the dangers and awkwardness of scenic 

doubling, and poses her questions in alienated and independent pictures.”100 Although 

this epic mode of staging may lead to “new discoveries,” writes Herbort, it does more 

harm than good: too many questions are left unanswered, and Wagner’s work is 

fragmented into disconnected moments. Like Koch, Herbort takes a particular feature of 

the Frankfurt staging that he finds unfamiliar and unsettling – its open-endedness and 

juxtaposition of isolated moments – and links it with Berghaus’s past in the GDR. In 

                                                
98 “Berghaus hat übrigens schon an der Ost-Berliner Staatsoper Das Rheingold inszeniert 
(danach wurde auch dieser Ring-Versuch gestoppt): als Tragikomödie der Eitelkeiten, 
voller Scherz, Ironie, Satire und ein klein wenig tieferer Bedeutung – ein bunt-poppiges 
Plastik- und Plexiglas-Spektakel, in dem keine der Figuren gut wegkam: alles fauler 
Schickeria-Zauber.” Koch, Im Niemandsland. 
99 Koch criticizes the cold stylings of the Frankfurt Rheingold: “Gleichwohl ist es im 
ganzen die blasseste Frankfurter Berghaus-Version, glatt und schick, ohne tragische 
Akzente und ohne satirischen Biss, in den Widersprüchen nicht weit genug getrieben.” 
Koch, Im Niemandsland. 
100 “Die an Brecht geschulte Regisseurin kennt die Gefahren und Peinlichkeiten der 
szenischen Verdopplung und stellt ihre Fragen in verfremdeten und eigenständigen 
Bildern.” Herbort, Prima la musica. 
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Herbort’s opinion, Berghaus’s use of techniques associated with the GDR makes her 

staging foreign, threatening, and unacceptable.  

 Joachim Kaiser also feels threatened by what he perceives to be the continuity 

between the Frankfurt Ring and Berghaus’s past in the GDR. Of all the West German 

critics, he is the most critical of the Frankfurt staging and the most explicit in his 

condemnation of its “East German” features. In his review of Götterdämmerung, Kaiser 

not only accuses Berghaus of spreading GDR propaganda, he also equates the GDR with 

National Socialism:  

“The humor was the worst part of it all. The people at the Gibichung court 
behaved like petit bourgeois members of a choir assembled for a rehearsal. It was 
a sort of K.D.F. merriment mixed with a mischievously propagandistic and 
provincial GDR gaiety, which seems playful but never forgets in which direction 
we have to laugh.”101 

 
The phrase “in which direction we have to laugh” (in welche Richtung wir zu lachen 

haben) is a not-so-subtle way of saying that Berghaus’s humor conforms to GDR official 

policy. Moreover, in associating “GDR gaiety” with “K.D.F. merriment,” Kaiser 

conflates the GDR with National Socialism. A subsidiary organization of the National 

Socialist “Deutsche Arbeitsfront” (D.A.F.), “Kraft durch Freude” (K.D.F.) was 

                                                
101 “Am allerschlimmsten wirkte der Humor, natürlich. Die Leute am Gibichungenhof 
benahmen sich wie kleinbürgerliche Angehörige einer Liedertafel, zur Chorprobe 
zusammengekommen. KdF-Heiterkeit, gemixt mit verschmitzt-aufklärerischer 
provinzieller DDR-Munterkeit, die verspielt tut, aber nie vergisst, in welche Richtung wir 
zu lachen haben.” Kaiser, Götterdämmerung als Filzhut-Krimi. Langenscheidt (“Der 
Kleine Muret-Sanders”) states that “aufklärerisch” referred to “party-line propaganda” in 
the GDR. I translate the adjective “aufklärerisch” as “propagandistic.” Langenscheidts 
Grosswörterbuch der englischen und deutschen Sprache: Der Kleine Muret-Sanders, 
Deutsch-English, comp. Heinz Messinger (Berlin, Langenscheidt, 1982), s.vv. 
“aufklärerisch,” “Aufklärer,” “Aufklärung.” 
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responsible for organizing the vacation and free time of the D.A.F. workers.102 Kaiser’s 

conflation of the GDR and National Socialism is an expression of what Uta Poiger refers 

to as the “totalitarianism paradigm,” which equates communism and state socialism with 

fascism.103 In Kaiser’s opinion, Berghaus’s staging is not only an assault on Wagner and 

the musical canon but also on intellectual freedom in the West. Kaiser’s negative review 

of Götterdämmerung is in keeping with a trend among conservative West Germans critics 

to dismiss stagings by East Germans in West Germany as a sort of “Communist 

indoctrination” or as “an invasion from the East.”104  

We see from these three reviews of the Frankfurt Ring that West German critics 

contributed to political and cultural divisions between East and West Germany. In cases 

where Berghaus was said to have not made a break with her GDR past, her stagings were 

regarded as foreign and threatening. In most cases, however, critics disliked only certain 

features of the Frankfurt production, in particular those said to originate in the GDR. 

 

The 1979 Staging of Rheingold in East Berlin: Was Wagner a Marxist? 

  In this final section I provide a concise description of Berghaus’s 1979 staging of 

Rheingold at the Staatsoper in East Berlin, focusing especially on what makes this 

production both similar to and different from the later one in Frankfurt. Were there 

additional similarities that West German critics did not pick up on? My description draws 

                                                
102 Brockhaus Enzyklopädie (Mannheim: F.A. Brockhaus, 1988), s.v. “Deutsche 
Arbeitsfront.” 
103 Uta Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and Rebels: Cold War Politics and American Culture in a 
Divided Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000): 9. 
104 Marion Benz observes a similar reaction to Götz Friedrich’s 1972 staging of 
Tannhäuser in Bayreuth. She notes that this reaction to stagings by East Germans was 
common among conservative West German critics during the 1970s and 1980s. Benz, 
Die Wagner-Inszenierungen von Joachim Herz, 9f.  
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on the following materials: program notes, preparatory conceptual notes, a self-evaluation 

provided by the production team, production photos, and newspaper articles from both 

East and West Germany. 

 Why was the Berlin Ring project discontinued after Rheingold? The sources 

conflict here, but we can nevertheless make several conclusions. The more official 

account given by Sigrid Neef in her Das Theater der Ruth Berghaus is that the ideas and 

aesthetic concept of the production team were not carried out “consistently” and 

“resolutely enough” by the house, especially by the conductor Otmar Suitner. As a result 

of this “half-hearted attempt,” critics misinterpreted the production to be intentionally 

ironic.105 Berghaus provides her own explanation nearly eight years later on the occasion 

of the new Frankfurt production: “I staged Rheingold at the Staatsoper Berlin in 1979; 

and, I was asked to continue next with Götterdämmerung. That was not possible for me. 

Work must be able to unfold.”106 In other words, Berghaus finds it unacceptable to break 

apart the Ring and to skip over Walküre and Siegfried; and, as a result, she herself called 

off the earlier Berlin project.107  

We gain a clearer picture of these events in a behind-the-scenes evaluation 

(Auswertung) prepared by the production team for a meeting of intendants nearly three 

                                                
105 Neef, Theater Ruth Berghaus, 155. Neef states that the Rheingold production, which 
had its premiere on 23 September 1973, was called off after the second performance. 
106 I quote this passage, taken from the aforementioned Mainz discussion, in its entirety: 
“Natürlich wünsche ich mir, dass der Ring komplett in allen seinen vier Teilen gesehen 
wird. Ich halte es nicht für günstig, einzelne Stücke allein zu sehen. Ich habe da meine 
Erfahrungen. 1979 inszenierte ich Rheingold an der Staatsoper Berlin, und ich wurde 
gebeten, die Arbeit danach mit der Götterdämmerung fortzusetzen. Das war mir nicht 
möglich. Eine Arbeit muss sich entfalten können.” Neef, Theater Ruth Berghaus, 161. 
107 Note that this statement also serves as evidence that Berghaus approaches the Ring as 
a cycle and not as four disconnected parts. 
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months after the premiere.108 Presumably written by Neef, the dramaturg of the 1979 

staging of Rheingold, the report provides a list of the production’s problems and 

weakness. It points to the “lack of technical expertise” and “poor communication” in the 

workshops, the absence of models in preparing the stage design, and rehearsal problems 

with the singers. Giving the “clumsy reef” of scene one as an example, the evaluation 

argues that the poor technical execution was falsely assumed to be the “artistic 

intention.”109  

The production team’s self-evaluation provides another explanation for the 

staging’s poor reception, an explanation that is in turn corroborated by reviews in both 

East and West German newspapers. In general, critics were expecting something more in 

keeping with the Ring productions of Joachim Herz, Ulrich Melchinger, and Patrice 

Chéreau. According to the production team, Herz and Chéreau focused too narrowly on 

the economic, social, and technological developments of the mid- to late-nineteenth 

century. (That Chéreau’s reading also brought out myth’s actuality in today’s world is a 

point that remains unacknowledged.) Rather than confine itself to the nineteenth century, 

the Berghaus production explores much broader historical processes. In the production 

team’s own words, the nineteenth century is indeed an important historical period, but 

one that must be understood in terms of broader historical developments. The production 

team argues that Wagner himself confronted the nineteenth century and the social 

problems of his time in terms of such broader historical processes: 

                                                
108 The full title of the self-evaluation is as follows: “Auswertung: Berghaus, Strandt, 
Bartels, Neef am 13.12.79 für die geplante Sitzung des Beratenden Kollektivs des 
Indendanten am 17.12.79,” in AdK, Ruth-Berghaus-Archiv, no. 968-1. I refer to this 
source as “Evaluation Berlin Rheingold” hereafter. 
109 “Es wurde uns als künstlerische Absicht unterstellt, was Unvermögen in der bau-
technischen Ausführung war (z.B. das Riff).” Evaluation Berlin Rheingold, 9. 
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“We understand the nineteenth century as an important time period of our 
historical development (the emergence of the nation, the Industrial Revolution), a 
period that in all its contradictoriness and continuing influence on us today is not 
yet sufficiently grasped. Yet, at the same time, we take this [nineteenth] century to 
be only a moment within a broader historical development; and, we see that 
Wagner himself carried out projections both forwards and backwards in time 
when, in his works, he confronted problems of humans with power and 
property.”110  

 
That is, Wagner captured how the nineteenth century is only a “moment” within a 

broader historical process. It is especially this aspect of Wagner that is progressive and 

that makes his works relevant for the GDR. Furthermore, the evaluation adds, Wagner 

depicted the broader historical developments not only of the German people but, like 

Marx, of all people worldwide.111 

 The production team’s self-evaluation provides an insightful example of how 

these broader historical developments are highlighted in the 1979 staging. In this 

example, the costume design conveys the historical process of the “disintegration of the 

family”: 

“In Rheingold, the initial process of the disintegration of the family becomes an 
important theme, a process that, historically speaking, began with the demise of 
the primordial community. This development did not occur within a single 
cultural circle, nor at the same time in all places. This is conveyed, among other 
ways, by the costumes: Alberich, who adorns himself with pelts from the animals 
he has killed, alludes with this symbol of sexual magic to the primordial hunter; 
Fricka, who in Rheingold fights to preserve the family, refers with her drapery 
and her friendly corporeal sensuality to classical ideals; Freia, who in Rheingold 
must serve as the first example of slave trade and the exchangeability of human 

                                                
110 “Wir begreifen das 19. Jhd. als einen wichtigen Zeitabschnitt unserer geschichtlichen 
Entwicklung (Nationbildung, Industrielle Revolution), der in all seiner 
Widersprüchlichkeit und in seinem Fortwirken auf uns heute noch gar nicht genügend 
begriffen ist. Doch gleichzeitig begreifen wir dieses Jahrhundert als nur ein Moment 
einer größeren geschichtlichen Entwicklung und wir sehen, dass Wagner selbst Rück- 
und Vorprojektionen vorgenommen hat, wenn er sich in seinen Werken über Probleme 
der Menschen mit Macht, Eigentum auseinandersetzte.” Evaluation Berlin Rheingold, 5. 
111 “Wagner selbst beschäftigt sich mit den Mythen / den Entstehungsgeschichten der 
Völker, nicht nur der Germanen [...].” Evaluation Berlin Rheingold, 5. 
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life, points with her Botticelli-inspired attire to a consciousness of time, since 
nature and naturalness are already recognized as a lost ideal whose return is 
painfully longed for.”112 

 
The preceding passage suggests that three different modes of social interaction exist 

simultaneously, each with its own values and outlook on life: the instinctual, nomadic 

world of Alberich; the family-oriented world of Fricka; and, the alienated, industrial 

world of Fasold and Fafner. In spite of their differences, these three social modes are in 

pursuit of the same thing, the power and wealth symbolized by the ring; and, the term 

“historical process” refers to how these modes come into conflict with one another over 

time. 

 The production team stresses the Marxist origin of its attention to historical 

processes.113 Indeed, its conception of history bears at least superficial resemblance to the 

historical materialism outlined in the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engel, where 

history is described as a dynamic process of conflict between social groups. Furthermore, 

the emphasis on historical process is “Marxist” in another sense, one that is more in 

                                                
112 “So wird im Rheingold die beginnende Auflösung der Familienbindungen zu einem 
wichtigen Thema und dieser Prozess begann historisch gesehen mit dem Zerfall der 
Urgesellschaft. Diese Entwicklung vollzog sich nicht in einem Kulturkreis und nicht 
gleichzeitig. Das erzählen unter anderem die Kostüme: Alberich, der sich mit dem Fell 
erlegter Tiere schmückt, weist mit diesem Zeichen sexueller Magie auf den urzeitlichen 
Jäger hin; Fricka, die im Rheingold noch im progressiven Sinne um den Erhalt der 
Familienbande kämpft, weist in Faltenwurf und freundlich körperlicher Sinnlichkeit auf 
klassische Ideale hin; Freia, die im Rheingold ein erstes Beispiel für Menschenhandel 
abgeben muss, weist im Zitat Botticellischer Frauengewänder auf ein Zeitempfinden hin, 
da Natur und Natürlichkeit bereits als verlorenes, schmerzlich wiederersehntes Ideal 
erkannt sind.” Evaluation Berlin Rheingold, 6. 
113 The Berlin Rheingold evaluation claims that the production team’s aesthetic 
conception and its interpretation of the nineteenth century are grounded in a Marxist 
framework, especially the consideration of the “conditions of class conflict”: “Unsere 
ästhetische Zeichengebung aber beruht auf einem generellen Moment, wie wir als 
Marxisten unser Verhältnis zum 19. Jahrhundert bestimmen, denn wir leiten unsere 
Ästhetik von den Bedingungen des Klassenkampes ab und spielen das Stück 1979 für ein 
Publikum in der DDR.” Evaluation Berlin Rheingold, 4. 
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keeping with the nationalistic tendencies of Soviet Communism. The production team’s 

self-evaluation describes the nineteenth century as being part of a broader historical 

development that has the GDR as its endpoint and culmination. In this way, the attention 

to historical process in the 1979 staging of Rheingold becomes a means of presenting an 

image of the GDR as the “true” inheritor and champion of historical progress. 

Now, let’s step back and compare the Berlin and Frankfurt Ring projects. Recall 

that we noticed a similar emphasis on broader historical processes in the Frankfurt 

production, where Berghaus depicts different “phases of society” and how these phases 

collide with each other. This is an important point of continuity between the Berlin and 

Frankfurt projects, however one that reviewers did not seem to be aware of. How was it 

that this connection went undetected, especially given the fact that West German critics 

were so eager to point out and condemn any sort of continuity? Most likely reviewers did 

not pick up on Berghaus’s attention to historical process in the Frankfurt production since 

she was considering such large durations, almost timeless in their great size – especially 

in comparison with the more concrete historical contextualization of Herz.114 There is 

another explanation: Berghaus’s emphasis on large periods of time harmonized with 

Zehelein’s own exploration of broader philosophical and literary-based questions and 

with his intention of placing Wagner in a canon of thinkers stretching back to Plato. In 

other words, Frankfurt had its own historical narratives to tell, and Berghaus’s model was 

malleable enough to be reinterpreted within the context of the Frankfurt staging. In its 

new context the Marxist connotation of Berghaus’s model was left behind.  

                                                
114 Josef Oehrlein, for instance, stresses the timelessness of the Frankfurt Ring: “Der Ring 
spielt für sie [Berghaus] zu keiner Zeit und immer.” Oehrlein, Signale aus der Götterwelt. 
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 Returning again to the earlier Berlin project, we may note that the production 

team sets out to present Wagner as a type of artistic counterpart to Karl Marx. This 

reading of the Ring cycle is a key difference between the Berlin and Frankfurt 

productions, and serves as an insightful example of Wagner reception in East Germany 

during the late 1970s. The preparatory conceptual notes for the 1979 staging of 

Rheingold, which are quoted verbatim in the program notes, portray Wagner as being 

attuned to the class conflicts of his time.115 Like Marx, Wagner grasped the social and 

economic issues of his time; however, unlike Marx, he did not approach these issues as 

an economist or scientist but rather as an artist.116 That is, Wagner was more concerned 

with capturing the feeling of turbulence and unsettledness resulting from these violent 

social changes. This is especially the case in the Ring, which – in the eyes of the East 

Berlin production team – is an epic or parable about property.117 The conceptual notes 

make this connection between Marx and Wagner even more explicit by juxtaposing an 

outline of the Ring’s plot with a passage taken from Marx’s 1844 Ökonomisch-

philosophischen Schriften, a passage also included in the program notes. The production 

team finds themes that it believes to be present in both the Marx and Wagner texts: the 

omnipotence of money, the erasure of identity and individuality through money, and the 

                                                
115 “[Wagner war] ein Mann, der rastlos und ratlos in die Auseinandersetzungen seiner 
Zeit gerät, in die Reibungen der Klassenkämpfe, und der sehr genau darauf achtet, dass er 
nicht zerrieben wird.” “Konzeption Ring des Nibelungen,” in AdK, Ruth-Berghaus-
Archiv, no. 954. 
116 “So genau Wagner die ökonomischen Zusammenhänge seiner Zeit begriff, so begriff 
er sie nicht als Wissenschaftler (wie Marx), sondern als Künstler [...].” Konzeption Ring, 
2. 
117 “Der Ring ist ein phantastisches, musikalisches Epos vom Besitz. – Besitz von Gold, 
Geld, Macht, Menschen, Göttern, Liebe. Jedes musikalische Motiv, jede Handlung, jede 
vielfältigste Beziehung der Figuren unterliegt dem einen zentralen Punkt der Tetralogie: 
dem Eigentumsverhältnis. Dieser rote Faden knüpft alle Geschichten zusammen und alle 
Ereignisse sind in dieses Netz verstrickt.” Konzeption Ring, 2. 
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moral degradation resulting from the pursuit of money. Since the plot sketch in the 

conceptual notes is not limited to Rheingold, it gives us an idea of what the rest of the 

Berlin project would have been like had it not been discontinued.118 Alberich and Wotan 

are the “true opponents” in this Berlin reading, not Mime and Wotan as in Frankfurt.119 

Another outstanding point of difference between the Berlin and Frankfurt Ring 

productions is that the Berlin team does highlight Adorno’s thesis that Mime is Wagner’s 

spiteful caricature of Jews. Gerhard Koch writes the following about Mime in his FAZ 

review of the 1979 staging of Rheingold: “Berghaus depicts Mime with a mild Jewish 

accent. Peter Mentzel’s Mime is composed of three components: an industrious fine 

mechanic with a black prayer cap and a white clown-like garb. Mime seems both 

frightened and comical in the way that he hops about.”120 Photographs of the 1979 

staging confirm Koch’s observation.121 For instance, there is a great difference between 

Mime and Alberich, the latter of whom appears as a primordial hunter. Mime, in contrast, 

looks to be part black magician, part jeweler hunched over a measuring balance. Even 

though the anti-Semitic aspect of Mime’s character is unmistakable in these photographs, 

neither the conceptual notes nor the production team’s self-evaluation makes any sort of 

                                                
118 The plot sketch includes the following points: “the power of the Gibichungs’ wealth is 
stronger than Siegfried”; identity becomes exchangeable and interchangeable in the face 
of money’s power, as “Gunther uses Siegfried and his Tarnhelm to win Brünnhilde”; and, 
Siegfried’s love for Brünnhilde is quickly transformed into love for Gutrune.”  
119 “Die wahren Gegner sind nun Wotan und Alberich [...].” Konzeption Ring, 12. 
120 I quote the passage in its entirety: “Seit Adornos These, Beckmesser und Mime seien 
gehässige Judenkarikaturen Wagners, lastet ein entsprechendes Tabu auf diesen Figuren. 
Nicolas Joel in Straßburg und nun auch Ruth Berghaus zeichnen Mime mit leicht 
jüdischem Akzent. Peter Menzels Mime ist aus drei Komponenten zusammengesetzt: ein 
emsiger Feinmechaniker mit schwarzem Gebetskäppi und weisem Bajazzokleid, der so 
angstvoll wie komisch umherhüpft.” Gerhard Koch, “Pop kommt nach Ost-Berlin; Ruth 
Berghaus’ Rheingold-Inszenierung an der Deutschen Staatsoper,” Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, September 27, 1979. 
121 “Szenenfotos zum Rheingold,” in AdK, Ruth-Berghaus-Archiv, no. 969. 
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reference to it. To the best of my knowledge, even the reviews in East German 

newspapers are silent on the matter. This silence suggests a clear difference between the 

two German states with regard to how willing or unwilling they were to engage in open 

debate about Wagner’s anti-Semitism and about anti-Semitism in general. As stated by 

Elaine Kelly, composers of the socialist canon in the GDR were believed to be free of 

anything as “reactionary” as anti-Semitism, which was considered a phenomenon of 

Western capitalism.122 Given this silence with respect to anti-Semitism, it is likely that 

Berghaus’s depiction of Mime in the 1979 staging of Rheingold contributed to the 

decision to put an end to the Berlin project.  

… 

As a way of concluding this chapter on Berghaus’s Ring in Frankfurt, I would like 

to call attention to a passage from an interview that Berghaus gave with the FAZ on the 

occasion of the Siegfried premiere, a passage that will make us think twice before 

adopting any sort of simple opposition between the two Berlin and Frankfurt projects – 

especially between a Marxist reading and a more or less depoliticized reading in terms of 

style and representation. In this interview Berghaus speaks openly of the connection 

between Wagner’s works and the Nazi period, and how this connection blocked her path 

to the composer: “The director [Berghaus] confesses that she found her way to Wagner 

only after a very long time. Her approach to the composer was obstructed especially on 

account of the Nazi period. As she reports, it was her husband Paul Dessau that first 

pushed her to engage in a critical confrontation with Wagner.”123 By drawing explicit 

                                                
122 Kelly, Imagining Richard Wagner, 819. 
123 “Die Regisseurin fand nach eigenem Bekenntnis erst sehr spät zu Wagner. Vor allem 
wegen der Nazizeit war ihr der Zugang zu dem Komponisten verstellt. Erst ihr Mann 
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attention to the Wagner-Hitler connection, Berghaus is at odds not only with the 

Frankfurt team’s emphasis on broader philosophical and literary-based questions but also 

with the more official position on Wagner in the GDR. As articulated by Elaine Kelly, 

composers belonging to the socialist canon in East Germany were considered to be 

“outside the trajectory of fascism,” and thus did not require rehabilitation.124 But then 

Berghaus follows up her initial statement with another that incorporates aspects from 

both East and West German paradigms of Wagner reception: “One must recognize the 

genius in Wagner, Berghaus says today. One must find out where Wagner was 

misappropriated for specific ideological purposes, and how it was possible to 

misappropriate him. Yet, ‘Liszt was even more misused.’”125 By comparing Wagner with 

Liszt, Berghaus suggests that there is nothing inherently fascist in Wagner’s works. Both 

composers were “misused,” that is, treated in a manner that did not correspond with the 

composer’s intentions. But, according to Berghaus, this misappropriation should not be 

ignored or dismissed, since it continues to influence subsequent interpretations. That is, 

the remaining traces of this misappropriation must be investigated and, if possible, peeled 

away to expose the “true genius in Wagner.” This passage gives expression to one of 

Berghaus’s key achievements in the Frankfurt Ring, even if this was not her conscious 

intention: she builds a sort of cultural bridge between East and West Germany, eliding 

                                                                                                                                            
Paul Dessau hat sie, wie sie berichtet, mehr oder weniger dazu gedrängt, sich mit dem 
Komponisten auseinanderzusetzen.” Oehrlein, Signale aus der Götterwelt. 
124 Kelly, Imagining Richard Wagner, 809. According to GDR rhetoric, the “progressive” 
socialist canon was firmly rooted in the ideals of the Enlightenment and free from 
“reactionary” Nazi contamination. 
125 “Man müsse das Genie in Wagner erkennen, sagt sie heute, und man müsse 
herausfinden, wo Wagner für bestimmte ideologische Zwecke missbraucht wurde und 
wie es möglich war, ihn zu missbrauchen. Aber: ‘Liszt ist noch viel mehr benutzt 
worden.’” Oehrlein, Signale aus der Götterwelt. 
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the latter’s emphasis on protecting the canon from political appropriation with the 

former’s belief that it was custodian of Germany’s rich cultural heritage.126 However, this 

union was by no means accepted unanimously. As demonstrated by the anxiety and 

hostility of a number of West German critics, such attempts at cultural interaction 

between East and West Germany often resulted in all the more tension and division. We 

can nevertheless appreciate the Frankfurt Ring today as the product of an East-West 

cultural exchange.

                                                
126 I adopt this idea of the “custodian” from Joy Calico, who writes the following about 
the GDR: “The cultural-political agenda in East Germany remained one of cultural, if not 
political, unification. If Germans could not live under a single government at this time, at 
least their shared identity as ‘Germans,’ whether east or west, could be preserved through 
one national culture that transcended artificially imposed political boundaries. The GDR 
saw itself as the custodian of German culture until such time as the political split would 
be resolved and the nation reunified as a single socialist state.” Calico, Für eine neue 
deutsche Nationaloper, 190. 
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Epilogue 
 
 When I initially wrote the proposal for this dissertation in the summer of 2010, I 

planned on looking at a much larger timespan (1951-2005) and six case studies. My 

intention had been to examine post-1945 German history as a broad landscape with a 

particular set of recurring themes and ideas. I was especially interested in exploring 

broader production trends and also finding instances of cultural exchange between the 

two German states. Inspired by Uta Poiger’s study of the reception of American culture 

in both East and West Germany, I planned on presenting a number of counter-narratives 

to postwar division.1 In addition to the three case studies included in this dissertation, I 

was also going to consider Wieland Wagner’s second Ring cycle (1965) in Bayreuth, the 

Stuttgart cycle (1999-2000) with four different directors and production teams, and David 

Alden’s cycle (2002-2006) in Munich. The timeframe (1951-2005) would begin with the 

postwar reopening of the Bayreuth festival and end with the Alden cycle, which I saw 

when I was living in Munich in 2006. 

 A number of reasons led me to shorten the time period under consideration and to 

focus on only three case studies. When I began researching the Ruth Berghaus and 

Joachim Herz productions at the Akademie der Künste in Berlin in 2011, I hadn’t 

realized how many materials there were, many of which have never been written about in 

English or German. In the process of comparing my findings with existing literature, I 

realized how much scholars have tended to rely on secondary materials for these 

                                                
1 Uta Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and Rebels: Cold War Politics and American Culture in a 
Divided Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 
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productions. Particularly in the case of Herz, very few scholars have looked at the 

original materials with a critical eye, instead relying on the Marion Benz dissertation.2  

 After spending an entire year in Berlin looking at the Berghaus and Herz 

materials, my approach to the Frankfurt and Leipzig Ring productions became very 

focused on conceptual details – that is, on what the production team had to say about its 

production. I then juxtaposed this with the reception of these productions in East and 

West German newspapers. At this point in time, two narratives began to emerge. The 

Herz production was about more than just nineteenth-century class conflict, but also 

about depicting the GDR’s relationship with the Nazi past. The Gibichung court was 

simultaneously Wagner’s vision of an extreme form of capitalism and the SED’s 

understanding of fascism as a reactionary stage of history. The second narrative was that 

the reception of the Frankfurt Ring cycle in West German newspapers reflected the re-

intensification of the Cold War in the 1980s. In spite of the cultural exchange between the 

two German states, this exchange often resulted in all the more division. 

 Though I began researching the Bayreuth centennial Ring before leaving for 

Berlin, it was not until after I returned to New York that it became clear how I would 

interpret the production. The Bayreuth centennial Ring taught me that members of a 

production team might have completely different views of a work and its composer. After 

exploring Patrice Chéreau and Pierre Boulez’s contrasting visions of Wagner, I was 

interested in discovering some aspect that the two had in common. This led me to the 

idea that both Chéreau and Boulez were responding to their own experiences of the 1968 

events, events that they had come to feel ambivalent about.  

                                                
2 Marion Benz, “Die Wagner-Inszenierungen von Joachim Herz: Studie zur theatralen 
Wagner-Rezeption in der DDR” (Ph.D. diss., University of Erlangen-Nuremberg, 1998).  
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The insight that a Ring production might combine different views of Wagner led 

me to reconsider the Frankfurt cycle, especially the relationship between Ruth Berghaus 

and Klaus Zehelein. I had already started to rethink my initial conception of the Frankfurt 

Ring when I gave a presentation on it in February 2013. I shifted my attention to the 

production team’s historical narratives about Wagner and to its discussion of the 

connection between the Ring cycle and German national identity. I was especially 

interested in relating these two aspects to broader historical debates in West Germany 

during the 1980s, in particular the Historians’ Dispute (Historikerstreit).  

During the initial two years of intensive research and writing, I gradually came to 

the conclusion that I would need to limit myself to three case studies if I wanted to 

provide a close reading of the conceptual materials and the reception. (For each case 

study, I was in reality looking at materials for four different operas.) I determined that 

such a close reading was necessary to avoid reinscribing prior evaluations and 

misconceptions of these stagings. For example, Herz’s Ring is often reduced to serving as 

a precursor to the Bayreuth centennial Ring, an interpretation that fails to take note of 

how Herz’s staging reflects SED ideology and its official understanding of the past. 

Similarly, commentators lose sight of the fact that Chéreau not only expresses ideas of 

the 1968 movement but also presents them in an ambivalent light. Anglo-American 

studies of Ruth Berghaus frequently refer to her stagings in terms of theater of the absurd, 

which has very little to do with her actual staging practice. These misconceptions have 

taken on a life of their own in the scholarship on postwar Wagner staging. Only careful 

analysis of these stagings alongside consideration of the broader historical context can 

peel away the layers of misunderstanding. 
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… 

Along with limiting myself to three case studies, I also reduced the time period 

under consideration to two decades (the 1970s and 1980s). I selected the case studies 

first, not the timeframe. From the start, I knew that the Chéreau production would be a 

central part of my dissertation, since this is a production that many people are already 

familiar with. Of the six productions that I had initially selected in the proposal, I then 

turned to the two that came before and after the Chéreau Ring. Though I began 

researching the Chéreau cycle before leaving for Berlin in September 2011, the Berghaus 

chapter was the first to be drafted (November 2012). The Herz chapter followed (August 

2013), then the Chéreau (January 2015). 

The decision to use a smaller timeframe resulted in a different historical 

perspective. Initially, I was primarily interested in the contrasting ways of interpreting the 

Nazi past in the two German states. By focusing on a smaller time period, I was also able 

to investigate the interpretation of more recent historical events, in particular the 1968 

events. Thus my attention shifted from historical debates about the Nazi past to historical 

debates in general. Moreover, my understanding of postwar division became much more 

specific, since I was now concentrating on developments during the 1970s and 1980s.         

… 

Without a doubt, my dissertation would not have been the same if I had selected a 

different work by Wagner, especially Tristan or Parsifal. The Ring cycle has a much 

broader range of interpretations. Further, the Ring cycle’s problematic status in the GDR 

– as neither entirely progressive nor entirely reactionary – makes it an especially 

rewarding case study. Though Tristan and Parsifal were occasionally produced in the 
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GDR, they were far more likely to be dismissed as being reactionary.3 Since I selected 

the timeframe based on the case studies, a different work would have resulted in a 

different timeframe. 

How might I develop this project in the future? Looking at the dissertation as a 

whole, I now realize that I should include more information on the singers and the 

musicians. By focusing on the production team (the director, the stage and costume 

designer, the dramaturge) and the conceptual material, I do not say enough about how the 

individual singers shaped their roles. In addition to being in dialogue with the director’s 

conceptual ideas, each performer recreates his or her role in terms of prior training and 

experiences and also personal decisions. How does the performer’s own identity – with 

regard to religion, culture, race/ethnicity, gender, and so forth – shape his or her 

conception of the performed role? How does this identity in turn shape the audience’s 

interpretation of the performance? For example, the part of Alberich in the Leipzig Ring 

was performed by the Jewish Czech singer and composer Karel Berman, who had been 

imprisoned at Theresienstadt and then later at Auschwitz. How did the fact that Berman 

was a Holocaust survivor influence his interpretation of Alberich’s character, a character 

– like Mime – often believed to exhibit features of anti-Semitism? How did the audience 

interpret Berman’s portrayal of Alberich?4 Another example is the African-American 

                                                
3 Regarding productions of Tristan in the GDR, see Stewart Spencer, “Staging Tristan 
und Isolde,” in Richard Wagner: Tristan und Isolde, ed. Arthur Groos (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 120-141. On Parsifal in the GDR, see Katherine R. 
Syer, “Parsifal on Stage,” in A Companion to Wagner’s Parsifal, ed. William Kinderman 
and Katherine R. Syer (Rochester: Camden House, 2005), 313. 
4 On Jewish identity in the GDR, see Joy H. Calico, “Jewishness and Antifascism: 
Schoenberg’s A Survivor from Warsaw in East Germany, 1958,” in Dislocated 
Memories: Jews, Music, and Postwar Culture, ed. Tina Frühauf and Lily Hirsch (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2014). 
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mezzo-soprano Gail V. Gilmore, who sang the part of Fricka in the Frankfurt Ring. 

(Gilmore had also performed the role of Kundry in the Frankfurt Parsifal in 1982.) Did 

Gilmore explicitly thematize the topic of race, and how did the audience respond to her 

performance of Fricka?5  

I propose several different ways of incorporating more discussion of the singers. 

Some of the performers to whom I allude in the case studies – Heinz Zednik, Donald 

McIntryre, Gwyneth Jones, William Cochran, Sigrid Kehl, and Franz Mazura – have 

written memoires.6 Others have received biographical treatment.7 Several different 

scholars have also contextualized these performers in terms of broader trends in Wagner 

singing.8 Finally, eyewitness accounts of these performers are given in newspaper 

reviews.  

                                                
5 Regarding Grace Bumbry’s 1961 performance at Bayreuth and debates about race and 
racism in West Germany, see Kira Thurman, “Black Venus, White Bayreuth: Race, 
Sexuality, and the Depoliticization of Wagner in Postwar West Germany,” German 
Studies Review 35, no. 3 (2012): 607-626. On Gail Gilmore, see Rainer Hackel, Gail 
Gilmore: Diva Furiosa (Wilhelmshaven: Florian Noetzel Verlag, 2010). 
6 Heinz Zednik and Oliver Long, Mein Opernleben (Vienna: Edition Steinbauer, 2008). 
Klaus Bertisch, “Gespräch mit William Cochran,” in Ruth Berghaus (Frankfurt am Main: 
Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1990), 116-127. Sigrid Kehl, “Meine fünfzig Jahre in 
Leipzig,” in Oper Leipzig, ed. Harald Müller and Alexander von Maravic (Berlin: 
Theater der Zeit, 2010), 154-159. Franz Mazura, Mit Tusche und Notenband (Mannheim: 
Waldkirch, 2006). See the autobiographical accounts given by Donald McIntyre and 
Gwyneth Jones in Wagner News 212 (2014). 
7 For example, Fritz Hofmann, Peter Hofmann – Geschichten aus einem bewegten 
Sängerleben (Amberg: Buch- & Kunstverlag Oberpfalz, 2012). Till Haberfeld, ed. 
Gwyneth Jones: Bilder ihres Lebens und ihrer Rollen (Zürich: Atlantis, 1991). On 
Catarina Ligendza, see Kirsten Liese, Wagnerheldinnen. Berühmte Isolden und 
Brünnhilden aus einem Jahrhundert (Berlin: Edition Karo, 2013). Regarding Donald 
McIntyre, refer to Adrienne Simpson and Peter Downes, Southern Voices: International 
Opera Singers of New Zealand (Auckland: Reed, 1992), 132-147. 
8 David Breckbill, “Wagner in Performance: Singing,” in The Wagner Compendium: A 
Guide to Wagner’s Life and Music, ed. Barry Millington (London: Thames and Hudson, 
1992), 362-368. Refer to the chapters by David Breckbill and Desmond Shawe-Taylor in 
Wagner in Performance, ed. Barry Millington and Stewart Spencer (New Haven: Yale 



   

 291 

Another route that I intend to explore is how these Wagner performances 

contribute to the broader soundscapes in East and West Germany. “Soundscape” is a term 

coined by R. Murray Schafer that refers to the “sonic environment, the ever-present array 

of noises with which we all live.”9 A concept adopted by sound studies, soundscape 

permits scholars to think of music in terms of a broader continuum including speech, 

noise, and silence.10 By discussing Wagner productions with regard to soundscapes, I will 

be able to place more emphasis on the “sound” – or sonic experience – of these 

performances, an aspect that is in danger of being ignored when considering the visual 

aspects of staging. Ideally, an examination of these productions should keep the sonic and 

visual aspects in a productive tension. Moreover, the turn to sound studies and 

soundscapes seems especially fruitful for my project given a number of recent studies on 

                                                                                                                                            
University Press, 1992). See also Jens Malte Fischer and Michael Tanner, “Sprechgesang 
or bel canto: Toward a History of Singing Wagner,” in Wagner Handbook, ed. Ulrich 
Müller and Peter Wapnewski, trans. John Deathridge (Cambridge: MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1992), 525-546. Barbara J. Gunther, “The Silver Age of Wagnerian 
Singing,” in Wagner Outside the Ring: Essays on the Operas, Their Performance and 
Their Connections with Other Arts, ed. John Louis DiGaetani (Jefferson: McFarland, 
2009), 227-250. 
9 Quoted in Florence Feiereisen and Alexandra Merley Hill, “Introduction: Tuning in to 
the Aural Ether: An Introduction to the Study of German Sounds,” in Germany in the 
Loud Twentieth Century: An Introduction, ed. Florence Feiereisen and Alexandra Merley 
Hill (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). The original source of this quotation is 
R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the 
World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1994. 
10 Broadly defined, sound studies is a multidisciplinary field that investigates sound and 
listening as historical and cultural phenomena. For an introduction to sound studies, see 
Jonathan Sterne, “Sonic Imaginations,” in The Sound Studies Reader, ed. Jonathan Sterne 
(New York, Routledge, 2012), 1-17. Trevor Pinch and Karin Bijsterveld, “New Keys to 
the World of Sound,” in The Oxford Handbook of Sound Studies, ed. Trevor Pinch and 
Karin Bijsterveld (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). Kyle Devine, “Sound 
Studies,” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, accessed May 18, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2258177. 
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sound and twentieth-century German history.11 Though Wagner’s theoretical writings 

frequently appear in these studies, only one author discusses specific performances of his 

works, more specifically radio broadcasts during the 1930s.12   

Which other Ring productions would I like to consider in the future? Not much 

has been written about the Kiel and Kassel Ring cycles in the early 1970s.13 It would be 

enlightening to examine these productions in terms of the 1968 events, especially to look 

for techniques associated with the politically engaged theater of the 1968 movement.14 

This research will need to consider how memories of the 1968 events – more specifically, 

how changing interpretations of these memories – shaped the reception of the Kiel and 

Kassel productions.

                                                
11 For example, Nora M. Alter and Lutz Koepnick, Sound Matters: Essays on the 
Acoustics of Modern German Culture (New York: Berghahn Books, 2004). Florence 
Feiereisen and Alexandra Merley Hill, ed. German in the Loud Twentieth Century: An 
Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011). Carolyn Birdsall, Nazi 
Soundscapes: Sound, Technology and Urban Space in Germany, 1933-1945 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012). See the essays by Hansjakob Ziemer, 
Axel Volmar, and Carolyn Birdsall in Sounds of Modern History: Auditory Cultures in 
19th- and 20th-Century Europe, ed. Daniel Morat (New York: Berghahn Books, 2014). 
12 Thomas F. Cohen, “Broadcasting Wagner: Transmission, Dissemination, Translation,” 
in Sound Matters: Essays on the Acoustics of Modern German Culture (New York: 
Berghahn Books, 2004), 155-170. 
13 Hans Neugebauer staged the Ring in Kiel (1970-1972), and Ulrich Melchinger did so 
in Kassel (1970-1974). 
14 I am thinking of Peter Weiss’s documentary theater, Peter Handke’s street theater, and 
Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s documentary literature. On German theater and literature 
and the 1968 movement, see David Roberts, “1967, June 2: Transformations of the 
Literary Institution,” in A New History of German Literature, ed. David E. Wellbery 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004): 892-897. See also 
the chapter entitled “1968 and All That” in David Barnett, Rainer Werner Fassbinder and 
the German Theatre (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). Christopher Innes, 
Modern German Drama: A Study in Form (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1979). 
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