The Revolution by Night:

Die Walküre and the Total Work of Art

by Paul J. Pelkonen

Wagner’s mighty Ring is about more than resurrecting German myths for the opera-going public. It was about creating a revolution in art, and Brunnhilde’s famous keening cry of “Ho-jo-to-ho” was the opening shot of that revolution. With Die Walküre, Richard Wagner succeeded in putting his revolutionary artistic concepts into practice. 

To understand what makes Walküre fly, it is necessary to examine the composer’s concept of gesamtkunstwerk, the “total work of art” which was his reason for writing the Ring in the first place. He believed that the gesamtkunstwerk would fuse music, poetry, dance and stage design, sparking an artistic revolution and doing away with the methods of traditional operatic composition. The growth of this concept is evident in the genesis of the Ring, and its evolution from solitary grand opera to four music dramas.   

Following the success of Lohengrin, Wagner conceived an opera based on the Nibelunglied, a Germanic epic. The Nibelunglied is the story of Siegfried, the German hero who was killed on the banks of the Rhine by another warrior because he possessed a magic ring, which was the key an enormous treasure. He called this new libretto “Siegfrieds Tod”, (“Siegfried’s Death.”)

Wagner took a two-pronged approach to staging his artistic revolution. First, his librettos (or “poems” as he labeled them) changed the way opera functioned as drama. Traditionally, passages of recitative or spoken dialogue were the chief methods of plot exposition. He refused both methods. "Number" arias and ensembles (which expressed emotion and provided a platform for virtuosity) were rejected as well. 

The traditional division of aria and recitative was replaced by sung dialogue within a continuous musical framework. For the Ring, This dialogue was written in an elevated, archaic-sounding rhyme scheme which Wagner called Stabreim. Singers now worked with the orchestra as a unit, expositing plot, showing emotion, and creating an uninterrupted, flexible weave of sound. The singing itself caused plot points to happen and develop. Naturally, these techniques called for artists of tremendous power—giving rise to the dramatic soprano and the heldentenor, or heroic tenor. 

While working on “Siegfrieds Tod”, Wagner quickly realized that it would be necessary to write a prequel. “Der junge Siegfried” (later simply Siegfried) is the hero’s early career: re-forging the sword Nothung, killing the dragon Fafnir, finding the treasure and the Ring, and finally, wooing of Brunnhilde, the warrior maiden who he betrayed and was betrayed by in “Siegfrieds Tod.” 

Wagner’s most radical changes were reserved for the music. A new orchestral language was needed to support the weighty dramatic structure envisioned by Wagner. He developed a system of using short melodic themes, based on chords, rhythms or intervals. These are the famous leitmotivs. They serve the listener as “memory markers” for elements within the opera’s plot, and woven together, they create the sonic fabric of the score. 

Brunnhilde’s back-story became Die Walküre. Based on the Volsung Saga, it is the story of Siegfried’s conception by the incestuous twins Siegmund and Sieglinde, who were the mortal children of Wotan, the ruler of the gods. Stealing Sieglinde from her husband, Siegmund finds Nothung, the magic sword forged by Wotan. Wotan is forced to protect Hunding in the combat. Siegmund is killed. Brunnhilde is the Valkyrie of the title, an immortal daughter of Wotan and “chooser of the slain” who appeared on the battlefield to warriors about to die, to take them to Valhalla, the home of the Gods. At the close of Die Walküre, Brunnhilde loses her godhood as punishment for protecting a pregnant Sieglinde from Wotan’s wrath.

The concept of leitmotiv did not necessarily originate with Wagner. Its roots are in the operas of Mozart and the symphonies of Beethoven. But Wagner was the first to utilize these on such a vast scale. Furthermore, Wagner never used the term “leitmotiv”. He preferred the term grundthemen or “ground themes.” Regardless of what you call them, these themes do not have official names handed to them by the composer. For the sake of convenience, writers, critics and commentators have assigned agreed names to them. They range from the concrete (“Spear”, “Sword”, “Ring”) to the nebulous (“Annihilation,” “Need of the Gods,” “Glorification of Brunnhilde.”)

The roots of the tragedy are detailed in Das Rheingold, which borrows plot elements of yet another saga, the Icelandic Eddas. The shortest opera in the cycle, it tells of the creation, (and cursing) of the Ring, the building of Valhalla, and the bargain by which Wotan gave the treasure (including the cursed Ring) to the giant brothers Fasolt and Fafnir. Fafnir then kills Fasolt, revealing the power of the curse on the Ring. By this time, Wagner had changed the ending of “Siegfried’s Tod”, dooming the gods to perish in fire. Now that Wotan occupied center stage in the Ring, the final opera was renamed Götterdämmerung or “Twilight of the Gods.” 

In scoring the Ring, Wagner began at the beginning with Das Rheingold. The prelude to that opera consists of a deep sonorous chord of E Major. Its three notes are broken up by the eight horns over a continuing pulse from the contrabass tuba. These notes ascend in a canon, the figure repeating and rising, picked up in turn by each of the eight horns. (This is the first proper leitmotiv, and will serve to refer to the Rhine River, “primal nature,” and eventually the earth goddess Erda, mother of Brunnhilde.) Eventually, a figure in the cellos announces the movement of water on the surface of the Rhine. These three themes are the seeds from which the Ring is grown. Each of these themes spawns and inspires its own set of motives, causing the number of themes making up the score of Das Rheingold to grow at an astronomical rate. This growth continues until the last act of Götterdämmerung, where one by one the themes are packed back into the score.

The idea of the leitmotiv is a simple one. In Wagner’s hands, the execution of that idea is complex, elegant and at its best, sublime. Some themes are assigned to characters (the famous “Kill the wabbit” theme always refers to Brunnhilde or her fellow Valkyries) concepts (a descending series of twelve notes for law or contracts—also used for Wotan’s law-giving spear) places, (dream-weaving horn figures for Valhalla, the home of the gods) events (the sinister Curse theme) and finally objects (a serpentine, almost circular theme for the Ring itself.)

Wagner turned his orchestra into a Greek chorus. Using the themes and their association in the listener’s mind, the orchestra is able to comment ironically on the action or to give the listeners information that the characters singing do not necessarily have first-hand. For example, when Sieglinde describes the stranger who showed up at her wedding and plunged a sword into the ash tree, we know from the orchestra’s playing of the “Valhalla” theme, that she is describing Wotan, although she has no way of knowing the divine nature of this uninvited wedding-guest.

Wagner’s leitmotivs are organic, fleeting in shape and fluid in nature. They are never heard the same way twice. This is crucial in sequences such as Wotan’s long dialogue with Brunnhilde in Act II of Die Walküre. In this famous monologue, she listens as her father pours out his heart, recriminating himself for the misdeeds of Das Rheingold. It may seem like simple repetition, but closer examination reveals that the events of the earlier opera are filtered through Wotan’s own perception. The leitmotivs are altered accordingly. This is new music, based on the leitmotivs already established. In turn, Wotan’s lengthy diatribes are the source of fresh material, spawning more leitmotivs, which anchor Siegfried and Götterdämmerung. 

In the Ring, characters address each other and not the audience, leaving the role of ”Greek Chorus” to the orchestra and the leitmotivs. With some exceptions, there are usually at least two characters on stage, even if the other is only visible as a special effect or sound in the orchestra. For example, in the Magic Fire scene at the end of Die Walküre, Wotan addresses Loge who is physically embodied in the fire. There is no actor, dancer, or singer portraying Loge on the stage. Wotan’s final lines of the opera are his standing orders to the fire-god: protect the rock and not let anyone through the flames. He sings the phrases to the “Siegfried” theme, letting the audience know exactly who Brunnhilde’s rescuer will be.

During the 25-year creative process that birthed the Ring, Wagner involved himself in every aspect of the production staging and performance of his operas. He began at the most basic level, with the nature of the operas he wanted to write, the way he wanted his characters to interact, and the way his singers sung their parts. New instruments (the bass trumpet, the contrabass trombone and the aptly named Wagner tuba) were conceived. The orchestra was moved underneath the stage, to facilitate the blending of instruments with singers. Finally, he designed the ideal theater to stage his “total work of art.” At the Bayreuth Festspielhaus, which opened its doors in 1876 with the premiere of the completed Ring, Wagner replaced the traditional “tiered horseshoe” opera house with an amphitheater “fan” shape, allowing equal, democratic viewing by every member of the audience. And for the first time, opera theaters were darkened so that the audience would concentrate on the events onstage. 

Die Walküre is unique among the four operas of the Ring. Unlike Das Rheingold, it is a human drama. These flawed humans are at the mercy of even more flawed gods, and the results are spectacularly fatal. The dramatic action is very different from the mixture of burly deeds and casual misanthropy that gnaws at the heart of Siegfried. And it lacks the old-time operatic conventions, big choruses and wholesale destruction of Götterdämmerung. It is the only opera of the Ring that is performed solo, without the other three parts of the cycle to back it up. Like its title character facing down the wrath of Wotan at the beginning of its third act, Die Walküre stands alone.

å




