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When a stage work of exceptional length and complexity not only 
survives for 100 years, but grows in popularity despite virtually in- 
soluble problems of presentation, it is appropriate to mark the 
centenary by asking why this should be. Wagner’s cycle of music 
dramas, The Ring of the Nibelung, is spread over four evenings and 
the uncut music requires between 14 and 16 hours for performance. 
To say that the appeal of the work reflects a general hankering 
after the larger than life merely touches the surface of the matter 
and it is necessary to grasp the extraordinary richness of The Ring. 
Apart from its musical grandeur it has a notable intellectual con- 
tent, a wide emotional range, a potent symbolism and a capacity 
to involve the spectator in ways which he may hardly realise dur- 
ing or after the performance. 

The literature concerning Wagner in general and The Ring in 
particular is very extensive and different commentators have 
sought and found different kinds of evidence for pronouncing the 
cycle a work of genius and a landmark in Western cultural achieve- 
ment. English speaking commentators have been prominent be- 
ginning with Bernard Shaw who published his handbook to The 
Ring, The Perfect Wagnerite. in 1898. This is now felt to be a curi- 
ous mixture of good sense and nonsense, the latter arising from 
Shaw’s own attitudes and limitations. He was a social crusader and 
a dramatist who felt that stage works must have a serious underly- 
ing purpose even when dressed up as comedies, and the message of 
the piece should be perfectly clear. It is hardly surprising that he 
saw the first three parts of The Ring as an intricate but perfectly 
comprehensible allegory concerning the evils of capitalism, the ex- 
ploitation of the poor and the mechanism of revolutionary change. 
His detailed analysis, though ingenious, now seems over-tidy and 
glib. Too much is explained away and the rich depths of the work 
unplumbed. The final evening of The Ring, Gatterdhmerung or 
Dusk Falls on the Gods, evidently annoyed Shaw and some consid- 
eration of his views is a convenient preparation for what follows. 
(For those unfamiliar with the details of the story it is only necess- 
ary to appreciate that Wagner’s resolution of the whole cycle of 
events hinges upon the apotheosis of redeeming love represented 
by the self-immolation of Briinnhilde.) 

Shaw regarded the last evening as mostly very fine grand opera 
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but emphatically not music drama. He drew attention to the un- 
disputed fact that the libretto was written backwards after which 
the music was composed forwards, the whole compositon being 
spread over more than 25 years. Wagner at the height of his music- 
al powers had thus to cope with his earliest and, in Shaw’s view, 
weakest libretto. Shaw felt #at the opera represented a betrayal 
of the lofty thinking of the earlier parts of the cycle, and #at it 
failed to resolve the tangle which the characters had got them- 
selves into by the end of the third evening. The redeeming power 
of love was held to be an unacceptable solution, indeed a non-solu- 
tion, to the gigantic social questions posed by the preceding 
events. To Shaw the closing scene of GGtterdammerung was merely 
vague meaningless comfort of the kind which can indeed ease an 
intolerable situation but only for those sufficiently deluded by its 
appeal. 

This is certainly very serious criticism. Should we hesitate to 
award the status of great art to a work which is suspected of dis- 
pensing vague comfort? Writing about the Sixth Symphony of 
Tchaikovsky Martin Cooper makes no bones about this. ‘The 
immense popularity of the symphony as a whole is eloquent com- 
mentary on what the general public in all countries look for in 
music-a reflection, magnified and dramatised, of its own un- 
happiness and frustration, combined with a purely emotional mes- 
sage of vague comfort’. As it happened, Shaw not only disliked 
vague comfort in general but considered the example in G8tter- 
dgmmerung to be rather poor stuff of its kind, likening one pas- 
sage near the end to the pet climax of a popular sentimental 
ballad. However, quality apart, the really important question is 
whether Shaw erred in condemning the resolution of The Ring on 
grounds of vagueness. Edward Norman has made a pungent com- 
ment which throws some light on Shaw’s attitude. ‘The real vice 
of intellectuals is that they reduce everything to arguments and 
propositions. They even rationalise their emotions and call them 
ideas.’ Theologians once appeared to be similarly affected. Shaw 
attempted the impossible and failed; the reason for his failure will 
become apparent. 

On the musical plane in particular, Ernest Newman’s prod- 
igious labours and writings on Wagner must have helped many 
people to grasp the distinctive features of The Ring. (See esp- 
ecially Wagner as Man and Artist (191 4), and Wagner Nights (I 949) 
He was particularly good in his exposition of Wagner’s extraordin- 
ary skill in providing stage works with musical and dramatic cohe- 
sion of a quasi-symphonic kind. It cannot be assumed that this 
skill is obvious to all, even to all musicians. For example, in the 
course of an interesting little book on Beethoven (Beethoven 
1927) J W N Sullivan had occasion to compare the Eroica Sym- 
phony with the heroic element in Wagner. ‘The comparative taw- 
driness of Wagner’s music is not due to any difference there might 
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