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" ABSTRACT

The thesis compares the text of Wagner's Der Ring des Nibelungen with
the epic poem Sigurd the Volsung by William Morris .

Chapter I begins with an outline of the question under discussion, namely,
whether Sigurd the Volsung could have been written as an anti-Ring . The rest of
the thesis discusses various questions of interpretation which may help towards an

answer to this question. Chapter II is devoted to a discussion of the sources in

medizval literature of the Ring and Sigurd_the Volsung , while Chapters III and IV

discuss the poetic diction and imagery used by Wagner and Morris 1n their poems,
examining the differences and similarities between the poetic devices used; special
attention is paid to the use of metaphor. Chapters V to IX examine in closer detail the
presentation of the chief characters in the Ring and Sigurd , while Chapter X , the
final chapter, sums up what has been presented in the previous chapters and concludes
that there is considerable evidence in favour of the hypothesis that Sigurd was written
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CHAPTER ]
INTRODUCTION

This research develops from the hypothesis that William Morris may have been
inspired to write Sigurd the Volsung by his knowledge of the existence of Wagner's
Ring , and that he may have intended it to be read as a response to the Ring, perhaps
as an anti-Ring. Although he originally said that he was not interested in reading
Alfred Forman's translation of Die Walkiire , 1 there is a certain amount of internal
evidence which indicates that by the time he came to write Sigurd Morris may have
had some familiarity with Wagner's text in Forman's translation.

I begin this chapter with an outline of the development of interest in medizval
Norse studies in England 2 during the nineteenth century, and of the development of
Morris's own 1nterest in the subject, which culminated in the epic poem Sigurd the

Yolsung. Contemporary critical response to Sigurd the Volsung is then discussed
and this 1s followed by discussion of the development of interest in Germanic/Teutonic
material in Germany during the same period, which preceded and influenced Wagner's
own interest, and the history of the development of the Ring text is outlined . The
chapter concludes with discussion of the proposition that Morris may have written
Sigurd as an anti-Ring , in order to rescue the corpus of legends from what he
regarded as Wagner's misintcrpi‘ctation.l also wish to suggest that the present-day
reader’s perception of mediaval literature is irrevocably influenced by a knowledge of
Wagner's works, however vague that knowledge is; much criticism of medieval
literature is, whether consciously or not, affected by the reader's knowledge of

Wagner.

I The correspondence with Henry Buxton Forman, who sent Morris a copy
of his brother's translation, is mentioned below.

2 _England rather than_Britain because , apart from Sir Walter Scott’s

version of the Eyrbyggja Saga , there is little evidence of interest in Norse
studies In Scotland , Wales and Ireland until the closing years of the
nineteenth century.



in Norse literature: Norse 1dies in Eneland pric

Interest in Scandinavian studies had existed, if not flourished, in England since
the end of the eighteenth century. Bishop Percy’s translation of Mallet's Northern
Antiguities (1770) 3 in which Norse poetry is discussed, was the first scholarly
work of Scandinavian studies to appear in Britain . Percy also translated some of the
poems of the Poetic Edda , 4 but his translations were based on Latin paraphrases by
Scandinavian scholars such as Ole Worm, 3 rather than on the original Old Norse.
Norse poetry was also translated by Amos Cottle (1768-1800 ) , whose verse

translations, or paraphrases, of the Poetic Edda were published in 1797. The

collection Select Icelandic Poetry by William Herbert (1778-1847) appeared
between 1804-1806. The work of George Webb Dasent (1816-1896) was also of

importance; his translation of Rask's Grammar of Icelandic appeared in 1843, 6 and

was followed by his translations of Nidls Saga (1861) and Gisla Saga (1866), which
Morris read.” In 1851 Benjamin Thorpe’s Northern Mythology was published ;

3 First published as Introduction & I'histoire de Dannemarc (1755) and

Monuments de la mythologie et de la poésie des celtes et particuliérement
des anciens scandinaves (1756)

4 A collection of Old Norse poems on mythological and heroic subjects,
which formed one of the major sources of Wagner's Ring and Morris's

Sigurd the Volsung

5 A seventeenth-century Danish antiquarian , whose study of Runes -

Runir seu danica litteratura antiquissima, vulgo gothico dicta - was
published in 1636 .

6 Dasent explains in the Foreword his reasons for undertaking the
translation of Rask's Grammar , and his belief in the importance of Old

Norse studies for an understanding of the history of the English language;
In good truth it seems hopeless to expect that Englishmen should ever
get to understand their native tongue till they are taught it, and by
teaching I mean, till they study its structure and literature, just
as they study the structure and literature of any other language of
which they are wholly ignorant. Hitherto on the contrary it seems to
have been assumed as granted that we take in our mother's tongue
along with their milk; our instruction in English rarely reaches
beyond the nursery, .... in my opinion a man who could teach English
with comfort to himself and profit to his hearers ... should have a
thorough knowledge of Anglo-Saxon, and Anglo-Norman, of 0l1d, Middle

and New English, besides a considerable proficiency in the 0ld Norse,
and early German tongques.

(Dasent, George Webb; Intro. to Rask’s Grammar of Icelandic )



Thorpe (1782-1870 ) was a scholar of Anglo-Saxon who had studied with Rask in

Copenhagen. Thorpe was evidently familiar with the Nibelungenlied , 8 since he
introduces the Nibelung cycle as follows :

"In consequence of its immediate connection with the Mythology of the

ZEsir,? it has been deemed desirable to relate the origin of the celebrated
Nibelungen Hoard or Treasure, the calamities caused by which form the
subject of so many compositions, both Scandinavian and German.

(Benjamin Thorpe, Northern Mythology , p.91)

This would seem to indicate that Thorpe could assume that his readers would know,
without further explanation, who the Aesir were, and what the Nibelungen hoard was ,
in other words, that the elements of Norse mythology were familiar to scholars, if not

to the general reader.

William Morris's interest in Scandinavian studies had begun as early as 1852, when
Burne-Jones introduced him to Thorpe’s Northern Mythology , 10 but appears to
have lain dormant for a decade, emerging again in the late 1860s . It was in 1868 that

he began to study Icelandic with Eirikr Magnisson 1! ; the first book they read together
was Evrbyggia Saga , and they had already begun to publish their translations of the

sagas by 1869.12 It is not clear how well, if at all, Morris knew the Norse poems of

Thomas Gray 13 or the Balder Dead of Matthew Armnold, 14 but evidently he was

7 Dasent's translations of the Icelandic Sagas were widely read during the

Dineteenth century , and greatly appreciated by Morris .
8 The Middle High German version of the Sigurd/Siegfried corpus of
legends ; less important than the Norse versions to both Wagner and

Morris.

9 The Gods and Goddesses of the Norse pantheon .

10 gee J.N. Swannell ,William Morris as an interpreter of Old Norse ,Saga-

Book of the Viking Society, Vol. xv, 1957-61, pp.365-382)

"1 Eirfkr Magnidsson (1833-1913) was an Icelander who came to England in
1862 on behalf of the Icelandic Bible Society. He stayed in England , taught
Morris Icelandic and collaborated with him on the Saga-Library, their six

volumes of saga translations.
12 See J.W. Mackail , The Life of William Morris , pp. 200-201

'3 The Fatal Sisters and The Descent of Odin (1761)

14 Amold’s “Norse” poem, Balder Dead , owes as much to Classical literature
as to Norse mythology. Amold’s opinions on the difference between
Teutonic and Norse literature are worth noting ;



well-versed in Old Norse material long before he was made aware of the existence of

Wagner's Ring . In her biography of her father, May Morris explains what attracted

Morris to Scandinavian Studies ¢

"here in the age of the Sagas we can see what it was in the actual

putting-together of the legends that the poet and craftsman so keenly
appreciated . In spite of all the wealth of epithets in the Irish annals, in
spite of the beauty of the Celtic handling, the terse Norse phrase, bare of

poetic decoration, is more effective for purposes of dramatic story-

telling.15 In the plain abrupt dialogue we feel all the subtlety of the word
withheld : the dramatic action is put before us almost by suggestion while

emotions have to be divined from the curtest mention.”
(William Morris: Arti ter, Socialist, p.447)

In the Preface to the translation of Velsunga Saga , which he produced in
collaboration with Eirkr Magnisson, and which was first published in 1870, Morris

makes an eloquent plea for Norse literature to be recognised as being of equal value

with Classical literature :

"... we must ... say how strange it secems to us, that the Volsung Tale,
which is in fact an unversified poem, should never before have been
translated into English. For this is the Great Story of the North, which
should be to all our race what the Tale of Troy was to the Greeks - to all our
race first, and afterwards, when the change of the world has made our race

Style, then, the Germans are singularly without, and it
is strange that the power of style should show itself so

strongly as it does in the Icelandic poetry, if the
Scandinavians are such genuine Teutons as is commonly
supposed ... there is a fire, a sense of style, in

Icelandic poetry, which German poetry has not. Icelandic
poetry, too, shows a powerful and developed technic; and
I wish to throw out, for examination by those who are

competent to sift the matter, the suggestion that this
power of style and development of technic inthe Norse

poetry seems to point towards an early Celtic influence
or intermixture ... I had been hearing the Nibelungen
read and commented on in German schools ... and it St )k
me how the fatal humdrum and want of style of the
Germans had marred their way of telling this magnificent

tradition of the Nibelungen , and taken half its
grandeur and power out of it; while in the Icelandic

poems which deal with this tradition, its grandeur and
power are much more fully visible, and everywhere in the

poetry of the Edda there is a force of style and a
distinction as unlike as possible to the want of both in

the German Nibelungen.

(Arnold:Lectures and essays in Criticism, Vol.III ,
PpP.364-365)

15 Not that Morris goes in for "terse ... phrase[s], bare of poetic decoration",
even in his translations, let alone in Sigurd the Volsung .



nothing more than a name of what has been - a story too - then should it be
to those that come after us no less than the Tale of Troy has been to us."

(Velsunga Saga , Preface, p. xiv , 1888 edition)

There is no evidence as to whether Morris was, or was not, familiar with The
iterature _and Romance of Northern Europe by William and Mary Howitt ,
which appeared in 1852 , but its existence is an indication of the growing interest in
this field of study during the nineteenth century, and the authors appear to have had the

same motivation as Morris had for their interest in Norse studies, namely, a desire to

elevate the stature of Northern studies to that enjoyed by the literature of Classical

antiquity . To this end, discussion of the Nibelungen material is explicitly compared

with the themes of Greek tragedy . 16

Morris appears originally to have decided against writing an epic poem based on the

"Sigurd" story. This decision was expressed in a letter to Charles Eliot Norton, dated

21st. December, 1869:

"l am not getting on well with my work, for in fact I believe the Volsunga

has rather swallowed me up for some time past. I mean thinking about it,
for it hasn't taken me long to do - I had it in my head to write an epic of it,
but though I still hanker after it, I see clearly 1t would be foolish, for no

verse could render the best parts of it, and it would only be a flatter and

tamer version of a thing already existing.” |
(William Morris : Collected Letters , ed. Norman Kelvin, Letter 95, p.98)

It was not until 1873, when Henry Buxton Forman sent Morris a copy of his brother's

translation of the libretto of Die Walkiire , 17 that Morris seems to have changed his

16 "There are great and overwhelming tragedies [in these poems] , to
which those of Greece only present any parallels. The awful fatalities of
the Atride family, the madness of Orestes, the ternble story of Medea, and
sorrows of Iphigenie or Antigone, may equal, but cannot surpass the dread
events and rending grief of the "Nibelungen® story, as presented in its

original Northern state.”
(William and Mary Howitt ; Literature ana Komance of the North ,p.94)

17 Alfred William Forman (1840-1925) was the elder brother of Henry

Buxton Forman. His translation of the Ring ~ was p{ivately printed between
1873-1875 , and was published in 1877, to coincide with Wagner's visit to
London : it met with Wagner's approval. Forman also translated Tristan und

Isolde (1891), Parsifal (1899) and Tannhduser (1919) though Tannhduser
Was unpublished at Forman's death.



mind about writing a “Sigurd” epic .His letter in reply to Forman expressed a very

negative opinion of Wagner, and of opera:

"I look upon it as nothing short of desecration to bring such a tremendous

and world-wide subject under the gas-lights of an opera; the most degraded
and rococo of all forms of art - the idea of a sandy-haired German tenor

tweedledeeing over the unspeakable woes of Sigurd, which even the

simplest words are not typical enough to express!”
(William Morris, Collected Letters , ed. Norman Kelvin; Letter 216, p.205)

Morris was evidently unaware of Wagner's own opinions as to the degeneration of
opera as an art form, and was in any case not interested in music;18 he was not,
therefore, interested in Wagner's reforms and innovations in the field of music-drama.

On 12 September 1894 , Morris wrote in similar vein to Professor Franklin Peterson,

of Edinburgh:

"If 1 may venture to express an opinion thereon, I should say that such a
subject is impossible for the stage, even when helped by the music of a
great master. But here I must stop, or I may get to talking about or
defending my own work - which would be an offence. "

Here we have Morris's customary reluctance to discuss his own work in any detail -

and an indication that his opinion of Wagner had not changed radically since 1876,

when Sigurd the Volsung was published. The letter also indicates the contrast

between Morris's attitude to his art - that he thinks it speaks for itself 19 - and that of

Wagner, whose explanations of his ideas fill several volumes.. In her biography of her

father, William Morris : Arti ter, Socialist, May Morris refers again to this

letter , in which Morris goes on to explain that he remains close to the sources in his

poem.

—_— |
18 Although he may have said this for effect - exaggeration to make a
point. Morris was not interested in opera, or in any of the performing arts,
but he was very interested in what we would now call Early Music -

Particularly Renaissance music. o
9 Morris was perfectly prepared to explain his methods in the visual and

decorative arts , but reluctant to do so in the case of his literary works.



In her introduction to Sigurd the Volsung 20, May Morris admits to having gone

through a period of enthusiasm for Wagner, which she hints was not entirely to her
father’s liking:

"One morning at breakfast I was giving an account of my first hearing of
Siegfried . Thereupon Father began to explain how he felt about Wagner

and his interpreters and the German operatic stage generally. The
explanation did not last very long, but it was much to the point, and a

joyful, invigorating introduction to the day."
(May Morris; [ntroduction , Collected Works Vol .XII, p.viii)

Morris began writing Sigurd on October 15th, 1875 , according to the notebooks in
which the draft of the poem was written .2! It was published in November 1876 - the

first editions bear the imprint 1877 . Critical reaction was not as favourable as Morris
had hoped ; he regarded it as his greatest literary achievement, and was disappointed at

the lukewarm response it received.

-—-——________—_____

20 William Morris , Collected Works Vol. XII, ed. May Morris
21 sece May Morris , William Morris , Artist, Writer, Socialist , Vol 1 , p.468



ontempors ifical reaction to Sigurd the Volsung
The poem was praised highly by such critics as Francis Hueffer 22 and George
Bernard Shaw; indeed , Shaw considered it to be "the greatest epic since Homer ".23 It

1s not clear, however, whether Shaw's opinion of Sigurd had any influence on his

interpretation of the Ring in The Perfect Wagnerite, which first appeared in 1898.

But the general response was muted - polite approval rather than enthusiasm. A review
from the Literary World for February 1877 concludes by suggesting that "Whatever
its immediate reception may be, William Morris's Sigurd_ 1s certain eventually to take
its place among the few great epics of the English tongue. " Sadly, this has not been the
fate of the poem. Although the immediate critical reception was not unfavourable,
Sigurd the Volsung has been almost forgotten since Morris's death, no doubt
because Morris's achievement has been overshadowed by Wagner's greater work :but
a close examination of the poem reveals that it has been unjustly neglected.

Some contemporary critics did discuss and compare the two works as though they

were of equal cultural value, and nearly all reviews of the period mention Wagner's

Ring at some point in their discussion , for instance the following lines from an

unsigned article in the Saturday Review for 20th January 1877:

22 Francis Hueffer (1845-1899) was a music critic of German origin, who
came to England in 1869 and became a British citizen in 1882. He was a
colleague and associate of the Pre-Raphaelites, and married Ford Madox
Brown's youngest daughter, Catherine. He may be said to have had a foot in
both camps, as he was a fervent admirer of both Wagner and

Schopenhauer, and was instrumental in promoting the Wagnerian cause in
England. His book Richard Wagner and the music of the future appeared in
1874. The article The Story of Sigurd and its sources, which appeared in The
Gentleman’s Magazine for 1877, is discussed below.

23 "Iceland and the Sagas helped by changing the facile troubadour of love
and beauty into the minstrel of strife and guile, of battle, murder and death.
Incidentally he achieved the summit of his profesional destiny by writing
the greatest epic since Homer , Sigurd the Volsung . He was quite aware of
the greatness of this work , and used to recite passages from it , marking its
swing by rocking from one foot to another like an elephant. After one of
these recitations he sat down beside me . I said "This is the stuff for me :

there is nothing like it." Whereupon he presented me with the copy he had
recad from.”

(G.B. Shaw ,William Morris as I knew him : Intro. to Vol. II of May Momis ;
William Morris , Artist, Writer, Socialist , p.xxxvii)



" At last, and in the same year, "music and sweet poetry agree' to
recall Sigurd or Siegfried, Chriemhild or Gudrun, from their sleep
of ages: in Bayreuth and London Wagner and Morris make
simultaneous celebration. Perhaps this is no more than a
coincidence: and no doubt with the German the dominant motive

was one that is absent from the English poet - that i1s to say, a

national motive."
: : he itical Heritage ,ed. Peter Faulkner, p.237)

(in:' am Vg

The most favourable and most detailed contemporary review is Francis

Hueffer's The Story of Sigurd and its Sources (in The Gentleman’s Magazine

» 1877, part II). In his article on Sigurd , he notes

It is, indeed, not many months ago since the attention of the
cultivated classes in this country and in Germany was directed
towards the story of Sigurd by two important cvents - the

performance of Wagner's tetralogy, "The Ring of the Niblung”
at Bayreuth last August , and the appearance of Mr. Morris's

"Sigurd the Volsung:'.

l‘ NryY (1 (1L Nl

; The Gentleman’'s Magazine, 1877, pt. 2,
p.46)

Hueffer took the view that Wagner's Ring and Morris's Sigurd were of equal

importance. He discusses the medieval sources on which Morris and Wagner drew,

and his emphasis throughout is on Morris's interpretation. He is not in favour of

Morris's decision to conclude his poem with Gudrun's Revenge rather than with the
deaths of Brunhild and Sigurd?4, and he takes issue with Morris for including the
Story of Sigmund, Sigurd's father. The same criticism 1s voiced by Mackail in his

biography of Morris, in which he gives i1t as his opinion that the

—_—
24 " o soon as her beloved foe is killed the old passion, never quenched,
rises up again in Brynhild’s breast. To be united with her lover in death,

she pierces her breast with a sword, and one pyre consumes both.
ith € 1M 2 1 9T11¢ Y _DIVDA oncludg [ dqrama. But the

epic poet loves to follow the course of events to their ultimate
consequences, and Mr. Morris, in accordance with the Volsunga Saga ,

Proceed to relate how, after many years of mournful widowhood, Gudrun is
married to Atli, a mighty king, the brother of' Brynhild. [ z:n Morris’s poem,
Atli is not in fact Brynhild's brother] ...t 1s char:actcnsuc of the Icelandic
epic that...Gudrun lives for a number of years, and 1s yet again married to a
third husband. But to this length even Mr. Morris refuses to accompany

the tale.”
(Ibid . p52) (emphasis added)
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Sigmund/Signy/Sinfjolti 25 episode does not belong with the Sigurd story, and

continues:

With what skill Morris effects the transition, with what genius
he drives the story through into its destined channel, is hardly
to the purpose; the fact remains that what he tried to do was

wrong, and that no skill can set it wholly right.

(J.W. Mackail, The Life of William Morris , p.331)

Sigurd continued to receive critical acclaim , if not precisely enthusiasm , during its
author's lifetime . Typical of the "damning with faint praise” attitude towards the poem

was the review by Henry Hewlett in Fraser's Magazine for July, 1877. Hewlett praises

Morris for having chosen to base his poem on the Volsunga Saga rather than the
Nibelungenlied , 26 both of which he summarises for the reader before discussing

Morris's poem itself , with which he is evidently not impressed; one comment in

particular reveals a lack of sensitivity to Morris's poetic diction :

The diction, however appropriate, is almost pedantically close in
imitation to its model, the 1identical similes and metaphors

employed by the Sagaman being often reproduced with some
rhetorical amplification. Passages of novel and pictorial
description are frequent, but the prevailing tenor of the

narrative seldom rises above mediocrity .

(Hewlett , p.110)

I quote Hewlett's review because it is typical of the "could do better" attitude of many

of Morris's contemporaries, who evidently did not share Shaw's view that Sjgurd

was " the greatest epic since Homer". After Morris's death, however, many of the

obituaries singled the poem out for special praise. The obituary by Henry Buxton

Forman in the Iilustrated London News of 10 October 1896, is perhaps of special

—-_I-____________—___.—___

25 The incestuous relationship between Signy and Sigmund , the last two
remaining Volsungs ; Sinfjolti is their son, engendered for the specific
Purpose of avenging his family . The various strands of the different plots

are discussed at length in Chapter II .
26 Hewlett finds Sigurd a more sympathetic character than the Siegfried of

the Nibelungenlied

As an heroic personage, Siegfried will bear no comparison

with Siqurd, his character being flawed by that propensity
to bully and swagger still too common among his North

German countrymen. o L
(Mr. Morris's ‘Sigurd’ and the 'Nibelungenlied’ , p.109)

This is an opinion shared by the present writer, and by the late R.G. Finch.
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interest , since it was Forman who introduced Morris to Wagner's Ring . The critical

comments on Morris's poetic technique are especially worth noting :

Love is enough (1873) , a dramatic and lyric morality, derives

the more marked features of its poetic method from the
Icelandic. The period is that in which Morris shows a
prevailing feeling of Northern hardiness, has abandoned the
three Chaucerian stock metres, and developed a metric system
with anapastic movement surpassing in every vital particular
all that has been done in anap&stic measures since Tennyson
showed the way in Maud. In the much higher qualities, which
derive from knowledge of life, feeling for national myth, epic

action and tragic 1ntcnsnty combined, The Story of Sigurd the
Volsung (1877) the epic in anapastic couplets which rounds
this period, stands among the foremost poems not only of this

century, but of our literature .
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Nibelungeern 1dies 1Ir armanyv_ Dpric ‘
Jeveiopment ang 1roNnolo¢ C 1e Ri

A\ T

A cursory examination of the development of Nibelungen studies prior to
Wagner is necessary to provide us with a context within which to view Wagner's

poetic and musical achievement , as the Ring did not appear from nowhere in the mid-

nineteenth century . Wagner and Morris were not the pioneers of interest in Norse and

Germanic studies, but the culmination, and the Ring and Sigurd move the

Nibelungen and Volsung material from the realm of scholarship to that of the creative
arts.

Interest in the Nibelungen material in Germany developed contemporaneously
with the interest in Scandinavian Studies in England, although knowledge of the legend
may never completely have died out ; Hans Sachs had written a seven-act tragedy ,

Hilrnen Seufrid , and a chapbook 27 known as the Volksbuch vera gehdrnten

Sigfrid appeared in 1726.28 A manuscript of Das Nibelungenlied was discovered
in 1755. Part of the poem was published in 1757 ,with the title Chriemhilden Rache

und die Klage; Zwey Heldengedichte Aus dem Schwdbischen Zeitpuncte,
samt Fragmenten aus dem Gedichte von den Nibelungen und Aus dem
Josaphat . 29 The whole poem was first published in 1782 , edited by C.H. Myller as
Der Nibelungen Liet, ein Rittergedicht aus dem XIII oder XIV Jahrhundert .
Critical reception was not immediately favourable, as this was still, in Germany as in
England, the period of intense admiration of the literature of Classical Antiquity, but
over the next three or four decades, interest in German and Scandinavian material grew
steadily. A modern German version of Das Lied vom Hirnen Seyfried appeared in
1811; 1812 saw the publication of a translation by C.H. Riih of the Prose Edda by

Snorri Sturluson, a thirteenth-century Icelander, and a translation of the same work by

——
47 During the 18th and early 19th centuries, chapbooks were collections of
Popular literature sold by itinerant ballad sellers and pedlars , also known

28 See ; Eli;abcth Magee, Richard Wagner and the Nibelungs , p2, passim
29 See: Mary Thorp , The Study of the Nibelungenlied . (Oxford, 1940)
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Friedrich Majer followed in 1818. Thidreks Saga 30 and Volsunga Saga were
translated by Friedrich Heinrich von der Hagen in 1814-15. The first complete

translation of the Poetic Edda was that by Simrock, which did not appear until 1851,
but translations of some of the poems had appeared in F.D. Griter's Nordische
Blumen in 1798 , and Ludwig Ettmiiller's translations of the heroic poems, on which
Wagner drew, were published in Ziirich in 1837. Von der Hagen’s first critical edition
of the Nibelungenlied in the Middle High German original appeared in 1810 , and
Lachmann’s Uber die Urspriingliche Gestalt des Gedichtes von der
Nibelungen Noth was published 1n 1816.

Wagner provides some information about what material was available to him in
a letter he wrote in 1856 to Franz Miiller, who was thinking of writing a book about the
sources of the Ring text. Wagner said that at that stage he was not sure whether he
would ever finish his Nibelungen drama , but offered Miiller the following list of his

sSources.

1.Der Nibelunge Not und Klage, hrsg. von Lachmann, 31
2. Zu den Nibelungen, etc. von Lachmann.

3. Grimms Mythologie

4. Edda 32

S5.Volsunga-Saga (iibersetzt von Hagen ; Breslau)

6. Wilkina- und Niflunga-Saga 33 (ebenso)

7 .Das deutsche Heldenbuch  -alte Ausgabe, auch erneut von
Hagen

30 A late medieval compilation of Norse and Germanic versions of the
material.

31 Karl Lachmann's edition of Das Nibelungenlied - Der Nibelunge Not mit
der Klage - was published in 1826 , and the second edition appeared in

32 Wagner doesn't make it clear whether he means the Prose Edda . the
Poetic Edda , or both or a combination of extracts from each. His command

of Old Norse was not great, and he read the Pogtic Edda  in Ludwig
Ettmiiller's translations (Ziirich, 1837), so this may be what he means .

33 Contains a translation of Thidreks Saga .
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- bearbeitet in 6 Binden von Simrock
8. Die deutsche Heldensage von Wilhm. Grimm

9. Untersuchungen zur deutschen Heldensage von Mone (sehr
wichtig)

10. Heimskringla - ibersetzt von Mohnicke (glaub’ ich!)
(nicht von Wichter - schlecht) 34

Tannhduser and Lohengrin , which preceded the Ring , were based on

medizval romance rather than Germanic epic, while for the opera which is now
considered to be the first of the Wagner canon 33 - Der fliegende Holldnder -
Wagner drew his immediate inspiration from a comic tale by Heinrich Heine , and the
plot also contains elements of the myth of the Wandering Jew and of the QOdyssey.
After Tannhduser and Lohengrin ,Wagner turned his attention to Germanic heroic
epic , in particular the Nibelungenlied . His first essay in the direction of getting to
grips with Germanic heroic legend was Die Wibelungen , in which he equates the
struggle for the hoard with the struggle of the Guelfs and Ghibellines , 36 but this
probably has no direct bearing on the development of the Ring text , which went
through various changes , omissions and additions before it became the Ring as we
know it today.

Wagner's first Prose Sketch for what eventually became the Ring - Der

IYE[)E Y eri=lv 'l {

‘ Nty inem Drama (1848) - differs in many
respects from the completed work as we have it - in particular, the conclusion is

optimistic, in that the gods are not destroyed, but redeemed - or perhaps it would be

34 Sce Elizabeth Magee ,_Richard Wagner and the Nibelungs , (Oxford , 1990)
for further discussion of the contemporary sources of the Ring , i.e. the

research and scholarship of Lachmann, F.H. von der Hagen , F. J. Mone ,
and the Grimm brothers.

35 Die Feen . Das Liebesverbot and Rienzi were excluded by Wagner from

his list of mature works , and are never performed at Bayreuth ; Rienzi is
sometimes performed elsewhere , but performances of Que_m and Das
Liebesverbot are very rare.

36 This idea did not originate with Wagner , but with K.W. Gottling , whose

Nibelungen und §ihelliaeq_ was published in 1816 . (See Mary Thorp,
op.cit.,, p.21 & passim)
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more accurate to say that their redemption consists not in annihilation, but survival. The
date of 1848 is of course highly significant .Wagner was involved in the revolutionary
uprisings that swept Europe, and his original conception of the work 1s deeply
influenced by contemporary concepts of Socialism.37 In this Prose Draft, it is
Siegfried who is the hero and the focus of interest, not Wotan. In Eine Mirteilung an
meine Freunde , Wagner discusses his concept of the nature of revolution , before
going on to discuss his original plans for what became the Ring ; his revolutionary
ideas were at this stage intimately involved with his plans for the Nibelungen drama.
He states that he realised that a true revolution could not come from above , organised

by intellectuals, but only from below , from purely human needs (aus dem Drange

37 1t lS suggcstcd by Manfred Kreckel in Richard Wagner und die
anzo ihsozialisten ( Peter Lang, 1986) : "In [Wagners] Schriften :

vor allcm in Oper und Drama , im Kunstwerk der Zukunft ,in Die Kunst
und die Revolution , in der Prosafassung des Nibelungenmythos und nicht

zuletzt in den Frauengestalten seiner Opern tauchen immer wieder
Erinnerungen oder Assoziationen an saint-simonistischen Ideengut auf. ”
Wagner himself recognised how his ideas changed after 1848, as is

evident from his famous letter to August Rockel in 1856:

I shaped it [the poem of the Ring] at a time when I had built
up in my conceptual thought a hellenistic-optimistic world,
the realization of which I held to be entirely possible, if only
men wanted it - though I rather ingenuously pushed away the
problem why they actually did not want it. I remember that I
worked out the personality of my Siegfried in this
premeditated way, with the desire to represent an existence
free from pain; and I thought to express myself even more
clearly in the presentation of the complete Nibelung myth, by
showing the original injustice from which a whole world of
injustice arose and therefore fell to ruins, so as to ... teach us a
lesson how to recognise injustice, tear it out by the roots, and
establish a just world in its place. But I hardly noticed that, in
carrying out my plan - indeed, even in laying it down - I was
unconsciously following a quite different, much deeper
intuition, and instead of conceiving a phase in the
development of the world, I had conceived the essence of the
world itself and recognised its nothingness; from which it
naturally followed that, since I had to be faithful to my
intuition and not to my conceptual ideas, something different
came to light from what I actually thought.

(Translation from Patrick McCreless , Wagner's Siegfried)
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des rein menschlichen Bddefrisses ). 38 It was in this spirit that he originally
conceived of his Siegfried figure, which underwent such radical alterations in the
course of composition. The Prose Sketch makes no mention of the Renunciation of
Love - the condition under which, in Das Rheingold , Alberich is able to obtain the
gold, and which is a central concept in the Ring ; in the Prose Sketch, the emphasis is
on Alberich's_ theft (or at least acquisition ) of the gold and the fact that he enslaves the

Nibelungs :

Des klaren edlen Rheingoldes bemichtigte sich Alberich,
entfiihrte es den Tiefen der Wisser und schmiedete daraus mit
grofer, listiger Kunst einen Ring, der ihm die oberste Gewalt
iiber sein ganzes Geschlecht, die Nibelungen, verschaffte; so
wurde er ihr Herr, zwang sie, fiir ihn fortan zu arbeiten, und
sammelte den unermeBlichen Nibelungenhort, dessen
wichtigtes Kleinod der Tarnhelm, durch den jede Gestalt
angenommen werden konnte, und den zu schmieden
Alberich, seinen eigenen Bruder, Reigin (Mime-Eugel)
gezwungen hatte. So ausgeriistet strebt Alberich nach der
Herrschaft tiber die Welt und alles in ihr Enthaltene.

(Der__Nibelungen-Mythos ; Gesammelte Schriften , Bd. II,p. 156)

The Prose Sketch remains in many ways closer to the original sources than does
the completed Ring . The opening paragraph is an example of how close Wagner at

that stage remained to his sources - and how well he knew them.

Dem SchooBe der Nacht und des Todes entkeimte ein
Geschlecht, welches in Nibelheim (Nebelheim), d.i. in
unterirdischen diisteren Kliften und Ho6hlen wohnt; sie
heiBen Nibelungen; in unsteter, rastloser Regsamkeit
durchwiihlen sie (gleich Wiirmen im todten Korper) die

Eingeweide der Erde; sie gliihen, l3iutern und schmieden die
harten Metalle.

(Der_Nibelungen-Mythos ; Gesammelte Schriften, Bd. II, p.156)

38 "selbst 6ffentlich gegen die blo8 politisch formelle Auffassung der

Revolution, und fiir die Nothwendigkeit, daB der rein menschliche Kern
derselben deutlich in das Auge gefaBt werde, mich auszusprcchcn An dem
Erfolge dieses Schrittes gewidhrte ich nun erst ersichtlich, wie es bei
unseren Politikern um die Erkenntnis des Geistes der Revolution stand, und
daB eine wirkliche Revolution nie von Oben, von Standpunkt der erlemnten

Intelligenz, sondern nur von Unten, aus dem Drange des rein
menschlichen Bediirfnisses, zu Stande kommen kann."

(Mitteilung , Gesammelte Schriften , Bd. IV , p. 310)
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In Richarg agner's Music Dramec Carl Dahlhaus suggests that this
"unsavoury simile”
( gleich Wiirmen im todten Korper ) 39 betrays Wagner's "fundamental disgust”
for the industrial proletariat, although he expressed sympathy with their sufferings.
This may be true, although it is doubtful whether Wagner really knew much about the
industrial proletariat, but Dahlhaus is evidently not aware that Wagner based this

paragraph on the following passage from the Prose Edda..

Next the gods sat in their high seats to give judgement, and discussed

where the dwarves had been generated in the earth, like maggots in the
LLQSL. e qwarve 130 apDC ALy ] m" 1€ h and hen the WETC

maggots, but by decree of the gods, ey were brought to life and given a
human shape, and now they live in the earth or in stones. (emphasis added)

The similarity is too striking to be a coincidence; Wagner must have based his simile
with maggots on the text of the Prose Edda .

The broken contract with the giants, so vital in Das_Rheingold , 1s not
important in the Prose Draft - but Wotan's dilemma does not basically change between
the Prose Draft and the completed work . In Der Nibelungen-Mythos , Wagner
states that Wotan cannot expiate this guilt without committing another wrong; 1t can
only be atoned by someone who is independent of the gods , who look to humanity as

their eventual redeemer . 40 The texts pass through several stages , from portraying

Siegfried as the redeemer (Der Nibelungen-Mythos ) to Siegfried and Briinnhilde as
joint redeemers (Siegfrieds Tod ) to the completed Ring , in which it is Briinnhilde

who is the Redeemer , and Wotan who is redeemed - by annihilation , whereas in Der

Nibelungen-Mythos and in Siegfrieds Tod , redemption meant that the gods

39 It was also adopted into the language of anti-semitism during the Nazi
period .

40 Wotan selbst kann aber das Unrecht nicht tilgen, ohne ein neues
Unrecht zu begehen; nur ein von den Goéttern unabhéngiger, freier Wille,
der alle Schuld auf sich selbst zu laden und zu biilen im Stande ist, kann

den Zauber 16sen, und in den Menschen ersehen die Gotter die Fihigkeit
zu solchem freien Willen.

(Der _Nibelungen-Mythos ; Gesammelte Schriften, Bd. 1I, p.158)
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survived , and that the Nibelungs - including Alberich himself - were freed from the
domination of gold . 41

Wagner's original plan for one drama - Siegfrieds Tod - gradually developed
into three dramas with a prelude (Vorspiel ) , Das Rheingold , as he realised that
Siegfrieds Tod was insufficient as a drama in itself ; it was suggested by Edward
Devrient (1801-1877 ) , whom Wagner knew in Dresden , that the text consisted of too
much exposition and that the events preceding Siegfried’s death should not merely be
narrated, but enacted. Wagner decided to preface Siegfrieds Tod , of which the first

version was completed in November 1848, to be followed by a revision in early 1849,

with a drama about Siegfried's youth - Der junge Siegfried - which began to take

shape in 1851, and was completed in June of that year. 42 In the same year , Wagner

began preliminary sketches for Das Rheingold and Die Walkiire , which were

completed in the following year. The entire Ring text was first printed privately in

1853, but the titles Siegfried and Gétterddimmerung for the third and fourth parts
of the tetralogy did not appear until 1856 . When the Ring text was published in

1863, variants from the privately printed edition of 1853 were included.

41 In Sieofrieds Tod , Briinnhilde also addresses the Nibelungs in her final
scene:

Ihr Nibelungen, vyesrnebimlt mein Wort!
Eure Knechtschaft kiind' ich auf;

der den Ring geschmiedet, euch Riihrige band, -
nicht soll er ihn wieder empfah'n -
doch frei sei er, wie ihr!

(Siegfrieds Tod ; Gesammelte Schriften , Bd. II)

42 See Strobel, Otto ,Skizzen und Entwiirfe zur Ring - Dichtung (Munich ,
1930 ).
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1.4 "Siourc > Volsune” _an anti-Ring ?

I now turn to discussion of whether Sigurd could have been conceived by
Morris as an anti-Ring . The evidence from Morris's correspondence was discussed
above , and I intend now to examine the evidence from the poem. I also discuss the
possibility that Morris may have been unconsciously indebted to Wagner for some of
the ideas in his poem, in spite of the negative opinions he expressed of the composer .

Morris had no interest in Wagner's music, as he informed Henry Buxton Forman 1n his

letter of 12th. November 1873 :

Many thanks for your letter and the translation of Wagner : 1
have not had time to read it yet, nor to say the truth am I much
interested in anything Wagner does , as his theories on musical
matters secem to me as an artist and non-musical man perfectly
abhominablels 1<)

(Collected Letters , ed. Norman Kelvin , letter 216 , p.205)

and he would in any case not have had the opportunity to hear any of the Ring music
at the time of writing Sigurd .

In Richard Wagner and the English Anne Dzamba Sessa suggests that
"Morris was acquainted with Wagner's works through Hueffer and Swinbume"; there
is no direct evidence that Morris and Swinburne helped each other to become
acquainted with Wagner's works, but Wagner's influence on Swinburne's Tristram
of Lyonesse is immense. As we have seen, Francis Hueffer's contribution to critical
studies of both Morris and Wagner is undisputed.

It is possible that one reason Morris decided to write Sigurd 1s precisely that
he thought it was an unsuitable subject for music, and wanted to show Wagner how to
do it "properly". It is instructive, in this context, to note how even that arch-Wagnerian
Ernest Newman acknowledged the superiority of Morris as a poet, and praised his

technique. 43

43...and who, in spite of all the splendor of the music of the Ring,

does not feel that the actual spectacle of gods and heroes that has
been put before our eyes on the stage cannot compare in true
sublimity with the picture given us in the great opening lines of

Morris's Sigurd the Volsung

There was a dwelling of kings ere the world was waxen old,
Dukes were the doorwards there, and the roofs were thatched with gold;



20

One major <hfPPerence. between Sigurd and the Ring 1is the emphasis on
Sigurd's happy childhood in the former , together with the explicitly Biblical references
to Sigurd's wisdom and to his role as the redeemer. His wisdom is not emphasised in
Volsunga Saga , where the emphasis is on his strength and courage ; 44 this is
Morris's innovation, just as Siegfried's foolishness is Wagner's ; that is, Wagner
identified Siegfried with the boy who 1is too stupid to experience fear . This may
indicate that Morris was familiar enough with Wagner's Siegfried to wish to portray
his Sigurd as a very different character from Wagner's loutish hero. 45 The narrator's
insistence on Sigurd's happy childhood runs contrary to many hero legends, in which
the mysterious birth 1s a significant factor, and also of course contradicts Wagner's
depiction of Siegfried as a Naturmensch who is never integrated into society.
Morris's narrative also emphasises Brynhild's human origin and her love of

humanity.#6 Evidently Wagner's idea of the hero (and of the heroine) is different from

Earls were the wrights that wrought it, and silver nailed its doors;
Earls’ wives were the weaving-women, queens' daughters strewed its floors,
And the masters of its song-craft were the mightiest men that cast
The sails of the storm of battle adown the bickering blast.

There dwelt men merry-hearted, and in hope exceeding great
Met the good days and the evil as they went the ways of fate;

There the gods were unforgotten, yea whiles they walked with men,
Though e'en in that world's beginning rose a murmur now and then
Of the midward time and the fading and the last of the latter days,

And the entering in of the terror, and the death of the People's Praise.

How the imagination fills out the ample spaces here left to it to
play among - how great and godlike and noble and beautiful a world
of men and women it is that the poet evokes for us!

(Emest Newman , Wagner as Man gnd Artist , p.343
44 ... he ...had to name Sigurd, of whom all men speak with one speech and

say that none was ever his like for growth and goodliness. He was brought
up in the house of King Hjalprek in great love and honour; and so it is, that
whenso all the noblest men and greatest kings are named in the olden tales
Sigurd 1s ever put before them all, for might and prowess, for high mind
and stout heart, wherewith he was far more abundantly gifted than any
man of the northern parts of the wide world.

(Yelsunga Saga , Morris's translation , p.125)
45 See Chapter VI

46 This may be a tenuous link with the character Ellen in News from

Nowhere , who expresses her love for the earth :

"Oh me! Oh me! How I love the earth, and the seasons, and weather,
and all things that deal with it, and all that grows out of it."

(News from Nowhere p.391 ; in Three Works by William Morris , ed. A.L.
Morton: Lawrence and Wishart 1962 ).
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Morris's idea , and hero in folklore and hero in drama don't necessarily mean the
same thing anyway. The main difference between the Ring and Sigurd 1i<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>