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T w o  R i n g s  t o  R u l e  T h e m  

A l l : A  C o m p a r a t i v e  S t u d y  

of T o l k i e n  a n d  W a g n e r

J a m i e  M c G r e g o r

The parallel between The Lord of the Rings an d  Der R ing des Nibelungen 
h a s  been  d ra w n  m a n y  tim es a n d  s tu d ied  a few ; in  1992 it w as a lready  

described  as h a v in g  been  "a  m a tte r  of debate  for m a n y  years"  (M organ 16), an d  
th e  debate  h a s  show n  n o  signs of aba ting  since. Initially , th e  suggestion  of 
"in fluence" w as d ea lt a (seem ingly  decisive) b lo w  b y  T olkien h im se lf w h en  h is 
(ev iden tly  incom peten t) S w ed ish  tran sla to r a sserted  th a t th e  O ne R ing  w as in  
effect iden tica l w ith  "d e r  N ibe lungen  R ing"; w ith  a b ru sq u e  fina lity  characteristic  
of h im  w h en  n e ttled , h e  re to rte d  "B oth rin g s w ere  ro u n d , a n d  there  the 
resem blance  ceases" (Letters 306). H is  b io g rap h er H u m p h re y  C arp en te r u ses th is 
exam ple  to  su p p o r t h is  claim  th a t "com parison  of h is  R ing w ith  the 
Nibelungenlied a n d  W agner a lw ays ann o y ed  T olk ien" (202); C arp en te r also 
a llu d es to  Tolkien, w h ile  still a schoolboy, m ak in g  "a  p ass in g  jibe a t W agner 
w hose  in te rp re ta tio n  of the  m y th s  h e  h e ld  in  con tem p t" (46). Som e su b sequen t 
com m entaries h ave  taken  th is a t face value; G idd ings, for exam ple, sees any  
W agnerian  associations w ith  T olkien  as a " ta in t"  d eriv ed  from  h is  m ix in g  "w ith  
th e  rab id  W agnerite  C.S. L ew is" (14).

T he shift to w ard s  a m ore  objective an d  in fo rm ed  ap p ra isa l rea lly  beg ins 
w ith  T om  Shippey , w ho  p o in ts  o u t th a t T olkien  h a d  an  in tense  d islike for peop le  
n o tic in g  superfic ia l resem blances be tw een  h is  w orks a n d  o thers, especially  w h en  
th is te n d e d  to  obscure w h a t rea lly  m a tte red  ab o u t them . S h ippey  is th e  first to 
d irec tly  challenge T o lk ien 's  d ism issa l of an y  W agnerian  connection:

The motifs of the riddle-contest, the cleansing fire, the broken w eapon 
preserved for an  heir, all occur in  both  works, as of course does the them e 
of 'the  lord  of the Ring as the slave of the Ring', des Ringes Herr als des 
Ringes Knecht. (The Road to Middle-earth 343-4)

M oreover, S h ippey  im plies a reason  w h y  T olkien m ig h t h av e  re sp o n d ed  to 
W agner, a lbeit negatively : h e  w as "one  of several au th o rs  [inc lud ing  
Shakespeare] w ith  w h o m  T olk ien  h a d  a re la tionsh ip  of in tim ate  d islike" an d  w ho  
h e  believed  "h a d  go t som eth ing  very  im p o rta n t n o t qu ite  r ig h t"  (344).
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A  sh o rt article b y  K.C. F raser, p u b lish ed  in  the  T olkien  Society jou rna l 
Mallorn in  1988, goes a step  fu rther. H ere, desp ite  several red  herrings, one 
crucial id ea  em erges: th a t " th e  R ing, b o th  in  T olkien  an d  in  W agner, is n o t 
m ere ly  an  essen tia l p a r t of the  plot: it is, in  fact, th e  p iv o t of th e  w ho le  w o rk "  
(13). W h at is m ore, th is  paralle l, u n lik e  alm ost all th e  o thers  read e rs  h ave  noticed , 
is n o t fo u n d  in  an y  of the  m ed ieva l sources com m on to  b o th  novel an d  m usic- 
d ram a; there, there  are  m agical a n d  cu rsed  rings ap len ty , b u t n o n e  of th em  are as 
y e t the R ing. T he sam e p o in t is m a d e  m ore  substan tia lly  in  A rth u r M o rg an 's  
"M edieval, V ictorian  an d  M odern : Tolkien, W agner an d  The R ing" (1992), to  the 
b es t of m y  k n o w led g e  th e  first su s ta in ed  academ ic tre a tm en t of the  question  to 
date . M organ  em phasizes th e  d ifference in  tem per: th a t T olkien  does no t, like 
W agner, oppose  p o w er w ith  R om antic  love b u t w ith  " th e  cold h e ro ism  of th e  o ld  
hero ic  N o rth "  (17). M ore im portan tly , h e  show s h o w  T o lk ien 's  concep tion  of the 
R ing, w h ile  d e riv in g  m u c h  from  the  earlier sources th a t w o u ld  h ave  been  op aq u e  
to  an  am a teu r like W agner, is n o ne the less  a lm ost certa in ly  in fluenced  b y  the 
com poser's  very  m o d e rn  "association  of th e  R ing  w ith  m ach in ery "  (25)—as 
exem plified  b y  th e  para lle l im ages of N ibelheim  a n d  Isengard . M ost im p o rtan tly  
of all, M organ  p in p o in ts  A lberich 's  curse  in  Das Rheingold as encapsu la ting , for 
th e  first tim e, "a ll th e  m ajor fea tu res  of T o lk ien 's  R ing" an d  p roceeds to 
su m m arize  th em  as follow s:

There is one Ring only.
The Ring came by a curse, w hich is now  transferred.
It confers unlim ited  pow er on  its possessor.
Its ow nership w ill now  bring  no joy, only misery.
It w ill gradually  consum e its possessor w ith  anxiety.
It w ill be sought by all w ho do no t possess it, yet w ill bring  its
possessor no contentm ent.
Its possessor is given the title of Lord of it [...]
Possession w ill be living death  and it w ill b ind its possessor even
in death: the Lord of the Ring w ill become its slave. (22-3)

Finally , M o rg an  m ak es th e  te lling  suggestion  th a t in  1939, w h en  T olkien  w as 
d ra f tin g  h is Hobbit sequel, " the  in fluence of W agner becam e stronger as H itle r 's  
in ten tions becam e m ore  obv ious" (24).

M uch  th e  sam e p o in t is m a d e  in  th e  less scholarly  b u t h an d so m ely  
pack ag ed  Tolkien's R ing  b y  D av id  D ay. D esp ite  so m ew h a t m isrep resen tin g  
W agner's  in ten tions, D ay  is u n d o u b ted ly  rig h t in  p o in tin g  o u t th a t H itle r 's  
perv ersio n  of "G erm an ic" m y th o lo g y  o u trag ed  T olkien  an d  m a y  h ave  even 
in sp ired  h im  to w rite  The Lord o f the Rings as a de libera te  challenge to  W agner 
(179). T he ad v an tag e  of th is v iew  is th a t it offers a th o ro u g h ly  p lausib le
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ex p lana tion  as to  w h y  T olkien m ig h t h ave  b een  in fluenced  b y  W agner a n d  yet 
object to h a v in g  it p o in ted  out.

Indeed , the  g u lf be tw een  com poser an d  novelist is far g rea te r th a n  even 
th is w o u ld  suggest. B rad ley  B irzer is exactly  rig h t in  say ing  th a t " It w o u ld  be 
d ifficu lt to  fin d  som e one w ho  h e ld  v iew s m ore  d iffe ren t from  W agner th an  
T olkien" (3) a n d  h e  characterises each as follows:

W agner w as a nineteenth-century G erm an socialist, a believer in  the 
apotheosis of m an. Tolkien w as a tw entieth-century English 
unconstitutional m onarchist, a devout Roman Catholic, and a strong 
believer in  the lim itations placed up o n  hum ans by A dam 's original sin. (1)

T o lk ien 's  w orld -v iew  w as in fact p ro fo u n d ly  reactionary , especially  for an 
E nglish  in te llec tual of h is  genera tion , w h ereas W agner's  h a d  b een  u ltra ­
revo lu tionary ; h is m egalom an iac  u rg e  to  rep lace  re lig ion  w ith  h is o w n  a rt w o u ld  
have  struck  a m a n  of T o lk ien 's  o rth o d o x y  (h ad  he su sp ec ted  it) as b la sp h em o u s 
in  the ex trem e.1

O th er recen t com m entaries, such  as those  of on line  co lum nists Spengler 
an d  Ross, te n d  to  su p p o r t th e  sam e basic view : th a t th e re  are  sim ilarities be tw een  
T olkien  an d  W agner th a t a re  no t fo u n d  in  any  of th e ir m u tu a l sources, th a t 
T o lk ien 's  den ia l of th is  is therefo re  d is in g en u o u s  a n d  is a lm ost certa in ly  b o u n d  
u p  w ith  th e  "N azifica tion" to  w h ich  W agner's  w o rk  all too  easily  len t itself, 
w h ich  w as co n tem p o rary  w ith  the  com position  of The Lord o f the Rings, an d  
w h ich  its au th o r w o u ld  h av e  felt strong ly  m o tiv a ted  to  "co rrec t."  T his essen tia l 
position  is one th a t I share, a lbeit subject to  certa in  m odifications.

A  d iscernab le  p rob lem  w ith  m o s t if n o t qu ite  all en q u irie s  in  th is area is 
th a t th ey  te n d  to  be co n duc ted  b y  T olkien  scholars (or a t least en thusiasts), 
w hose  a tten tio n  to  W agner is re la tive ly  lim ited  (and  som etim es flaw ed). W riters 
on  W agner, on  th e  o th er hand , show  a m ark ed  fa ilu re  to app rec ia te  T olkien  (on 
th e  few  occasions th ey  de ig n  to  m en tio n  h im  a t all). K itcher an d  Schacht, for 
exam ple, w h ile  acknow ledg ing  h is w ritin g s to  be  " im m ense ly  abso rb ing  an d  
en te rta in in g ,"  conclude th a t " th ey  do  no t deserve  the  serious a tten tio n  an d  
reflection  lav ished  on  [W agner's] Ring"  (6). H o d g art, w ritin g  on  W agner an d  
Joyce, is fa r m ore  dism issive: "W agner is T olkien  for g ro w n -u p s"  (131). P a rt of 
th e  p ro b lem  here  is tha t, in  m ost cases, W agner an d  T olkien  ap p ea l to  d ifferen t 
au d ien c es—T olk ien 's  be in g  app rec iab ly  larger, W agner's  (righ tly  or w rongly) 
m ore  "elitist."

W h a t I n ow  p ropose  to do, in  th e  hopes of red re ss in g  th is balance, is to 
lay  the tw o  tex ts b eside  one ano ther, accord ing  bo th  th e  serious a tten tion  they

1 In this regard, the humility and self-doubt expressed in Tolkien's sense of his work as 
"subcreation" offers a striking contrast.
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d e s e rv e ,  in  o r d e r  to  a s s e s s  th e i r  r e la t i o n s h ip .  W h e r e  m a n y  c r i t ic s  h a v e  p o i n te d  

o u t  p a r a l l e l s  b e tw e e n  th e  e v e n t s  o f  T o lk i e n 's  a n d  W a g n e r 's  r e s p e c t iv e  e p ic s  a n d  

s o m e  h a v e  e v e n  t a b u l a t e d  th e m ,  I  o f fe r  i n s t e a d  th e  f o l lo w in g  p lo t  o u t l i n e  ( in  

i ta l ic s ) ,  d e s ig n e d  in  s u c h  a  w a y  a s  to  b e  m o r e  o r  le s s  e q u a l ly  a p p l ic a b le  to  both 
w o r k s .  D e s p i te  e x c lu d in g  r e la t i v e ly  m in o r  e v e n t s  ( s u c h  a s  r e f o r g e d  s w o r d s  a n d  

r i d d l e  c o n te s ts )  a n d  c o n c e n t r a t in g  s o le ly  o n  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  R in g  its e lf ,  I  h o p e  

to  s h o w  t h a t  t h e  p a r a l l e l  is  a  m o r e  i n t r i c a te  o n e  t h a n  h a s  h i t h e r t o  b e e n  n o t ic e d .  I n  

o r d e r  to  c la r i f y  t h e  c o m p le x  n a r r a t iv e  d e ta i l  in v o lv e d ,  I  s u b d i v i d e  t h e  o u t l i n e  in to  

n in e  n u m b e r e d  s ta g e s  ( th e  f i r s t  b e in g  th e  f o r g in g  o f  t h e  R in g  a n d  th e  r e m a in in g  

e ig h t  t h e  o c c a s io n s  o n  w h ic h  i t  s u b s e q u e n t ly  c h a n g e s  h a n d s ) .  U s in g  th is  g e n e r ic  

p l o t  o u t l i n e  a s  a  f r a m e w o r k ,  I  c o m m e n t  a t  e a c h  s ta g e  o n  th e  s im i la r i t i e s  a n d  

d i f f e r e n c e s  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o  v e r s io n s  w i t h  a  v i e w  to  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  a n  i m p o r t a n t  

p a r t  o f  w h a t  T o lk ie n  w a s  t r y in g  to  d o  in  The Lord o f  the R ings  w a s  i n d e e d  to  o f fe r  

a  c o r re c t io n  o f  ( a n d  p o s s ib ly  a  c o r re c t iv e  to )  W a g n e r 's  t e t r a lo g y .2

S ta g e  1. A n  evil supernatural being forges the R in g  as a magical weapon designed w ith  
the express purpose o f  bringing the w orld un d er its m aker's sole dom inion, som ething  
tha t na tura lly  involves the conquest o f  its righ tfu l custodians.

I n  W a g n e r 's  R heingold  t h e  R in g - m a k e r  is  t h e  N ib e lu n g  d w a r f  A lb e r ic h ,  a  

g r o t e s q u e ly  c o m ic  v i l l a in  w h o  is  a t  t im e s  e v e n  s y m p a th e t i c  to  t h e  a u d ie n c e .  A  

s m a ll  a n d  u n lo v e ly  c r e a tu r e  w h o  is  in i t i a l ly  n o  s e r io u s  t h r e a t  to  a n y b o d y ,  

A lb e r ic h  s tu m b le s  a c ro s s  t h e  m e a n s  o f  a t t a in i n g  p o w e r  v i r tu a l ly  b y  a c c id e n t .  T h e  

R in g  c a n  p o te n t i a l l y  b e  m a d e  f r o m  th e  R h in e g o ld  b y  a n y o n e  p r e p a r e d  to  

r e n o u n c e  lo v e , a n d  A lb e r ic h  c h o o s e s  to  d o  so  b e c a u s e  h e  is  d e n ie d  lo v e  a n y w a y ;  

h i s  f r u s t r a t e d  l u s t  fo r  t h e  g o l d 's  g u a r d i a n  R h in e d a u g h t e r s  f u e ls  h i s  e n v io u s  

d e s i r e  to  s u p p l a n t  th o s e  m o r e  p r iv i l e g e d  t h a n  h im s e l f  ( th e  g o d s )  b y  a c q u i r in g  th e  

v a s t  r i c h e s  t h e  R in g  c a n  c o m m a n d .  T h e  R h i n e d a u g h t e r s '  m o c k e r y  o f  h i s  u g l in e s s  

c o u p le d  w i t h  t h e  p a t r o n i s i n g  s c o r n  h e  l a t e r  m e e t s  f r o m  th e  g o d  W o ta n  ( O d in )  

m a k e  i t  a ll  to o  e a s y  fo r  t h e  a u d ie n c e  to  u n d e r s t a n d  h i s  b i t t e r n e s s .  W a g n e r 's  

p s y c h o lo g ic a l  i n s i g h t  h e r e  is  s t r ik in g :  o n e  w h o  is  d e n ie d  th e  f u l f i lm e n t  o f  s e x u a l  

lo v e  s e e k s  i n s t e a d  th e  c o n s o la t io n  o f  p o w e r — w h ic h  w i l l  e v e n tu a l ly  e n a b le  h i m  to  

p u r c h a s e  t h e  p l e a s u r e  h e  c o u ld  n o t  w i n  f re e ly ,  a n d  in  so  d o i n g  r e v e n g e  h im s e l f  

b o t h  o n  th o s e  w h o  d e n ie d  i t  to  h i m  in  t h e  f i r s t  p la c e  a n d  th o s e  w h o  e n jo y e d  i t  in  

h i s  d e s p i te .  A t t h e  s a m e  t im e , t h e  R in g  i ts e l f  is  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a  c o r r u p t io n  o f  th e  

g o ld ,  o r ig in a l ly  a n  in n o c e n t  o b je c t  a s s o c ia te d  w i t h  e r o t i c  a p p e a l ,  p u r e  w a te r s  a n d  

w a r m  s u n l ig h t .  I t  is  t h e  l if e - fo rc e  its e lf ,  r a p e d  f r o m  th e  h e a r t  o f  n a tu r e  to  b e

2 It is equally important to acknowledge that this is no more than a part of Tolkien's 
enterprise, and one that by no means cancels out its other and better known aims, such as 
providing a mythology for England, or a vehicle for the invention of his own languages 
and etymologies. Nor am I suggesting that Tolkien was deliberately following Wagner 
point for point, the similarities being much closer at some points than at others.
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converted  in to  the  m ean s  of p ro d u c in g  w ea lth  on  a g ra n d  scale. The E denic 
overtones of th is o p en in g  scene also m ak e  it clear th a t it is W ag n er's  version  of 
th e  Fall, h is  account of th e  orig ins of evil an d  suffering.

In  Tolkien, on  the  o th er h an d , th e  R ing-m aker is th e  D ark  L ord  Sauron, 
a  rem ote  an d  chilling  presence, a ltogether p rec lu d in g  the  least sh red  of 
sym pathy . E ssen tia lly  a fallen angel, S auron  is a b e in g  of vastly  su p e rh u m an  
p o w er a lread y  com m itted  to evil from  th e  beg in n in g  of th e  w o rld  (as h e  is one of 
th e  earlies t fo llow ers of th e  p rim a l fallen  being, M orgoth). H is  m otiva tion  is an 
o v erw een in g  p rid e  th a t d em an d s  th e  dom in a tio n  of all o th er w ills. In  stark  
con trast to  A lberich, h e  consciously  dev ises a n d  creates th e  R ing  as p a rt of a 
de libera te  strategy: the  p rio r creation  of o th er m ag ic  rin g s in  p re ten d ed  
collaboration  w ith  an d  d is tr ib u ted  in  advance  am o n g  those  h e  m o s t w ishes to 
contro l (the elves), fo llow ed  by  th e  fo rg ing  of th e  O ne R ing  as "a  th in g  of 
su rp ass in g  po tency" (Silm arillion  346), desig n ed  to  exercise th is contro l over the 
very  th o u g h ts  of those  w earin g  the  o ther rings.

W here  W agner, then , conceives of th e  R ing as a  perv ersio n  of th e  p u re  
R h inegold , T olkien  m ak es it en tire ly  S au ro n 's  c rea tio n —hence evil in  its very  
orig in . W here  A lberich  first discovers, th en  fulfils, th e  p re-ex isting  cond itions for 
m ak in g  th e  R ing, an d  acquires from  it a p o w er fo rm erly  b ey o n d  h is  d ream s, 
S auron  m ak es  th e  R ing  w ith o u t any  ex te rna l a id  a n d  p o u rs  h is  o w n  native pow er 
in to  it, in  o rd e r to  exercise contro l over the  w ills of o thers. F u rtherm ore , in  w h a t 
ap p ea rs  to  be  a  d irec t inversion  of W agner, T olkien  h a s  th e  R ing  m a d e  in  the 
in fernal fires of M o u n t D oom , ra th e r th an  taken  from  th e  E denic  w ate rs  of the 
R hine. T here is also no  c o u n te rp a rt in  T olkien  for th e  R h inedaugh ters; in d eed  
w h ere  W agner is a lm ost obsessively  p reoccup ied  w ith  th e  erotic, T olkien 
eschew s it to  th e  p o in t th a t h is  w ork  ap p ea rs  v irtu a lly  asexual. H e  p resen ts  the 
n a tu re  of evil, far from  b e in g  in h eren tly  h u m a n  (and  so p a rtly  sym pathetic), as 
Satanic. T he R ing  h as n o th in g  to d o  w ith  n a tu re , fa r less sexuality , b u t em bod ies 
th e  w o rk in g  of a  m alev o len t sp irit. T he p o w er it g en e ra te s  is no t financial, b u t 
F austian ; it w o rks no t th ro u g h  am assing  w o rld ly  w ealth , b u t th ro u g h  im p artin g  
its sin ister in fluence  on  th e  very  sou ls of those  u n d e r  its sw ay.

S ta g e  2. O n becoming aware o f  the threat the R ing-m aker poses against them , the 
w orld 's righ tfu l custodians take im m ediate steps to counteract h im , and eventually  
succeed in  physically rem oving the R in g  fr o m  his hand. Being im m ensely weakened by 
this loss, he suffers a great, though u ltim a te ly  temporary, defeat and  thereafter begins his 
slow  b u t unstoppable recovery, his a im  now  being the restoration o f  the R in g  to h im self 
and the completion o f  his original purpose, secure in  the knowledge tha t those who 
defeated h im  once w ill be unable to do so a second time. M eanw hile, the R in g  itself, being 
m agically charged w ith  the baleful w ill o f its master, exercises a sin ister influence over all 
w ho subsequently  a ttem p t to keep i t — possessing them  w ith  a jealous desire to hold on to
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it, while f i ll in g  others w ith  an envious greed to seize it fo r  them selves. The vanquisher o f  
the R ing-m aker thus becomes the f i r s t  v ic tim  o f  the R in g  itself, even s trenuously  resisting  
the w arnings and appeals o f  his advisors to re turn  it to its place o f  o r ig in — the only  
possible m eans o f  free in g  the w orld fr o m  its accursed power.

I n  Rheingold, t h e  g o d  W o ta n 's  m o t iv e s  in  t a k i n g  th e  R in g  f r o m  A lb e r ic h  

a r e  f a r  f r o m  s im p le .  W h ile  t h e  N i b e lu n g 's  m o n s t r o u s l y  s e l f - s e r v in g  g r e e d  c le a r ly  

n e e d s  to  b e  c o u n te r a c t e d  fo r  t h e  g e n e r a l  g o o d ,  W o ta n  is  a ls o  t e m p t e d  b y  th e  

d e s i r e  to  p o s s e s s  t h e  R in g  f o r  h im s e l f .  A s  c h ie f  o f  t h e  g o d s ,  m o r e o v e r ,  h e  h a s  l i t t le  

d i f f ic u l ty  in  s e iz in g  i t  f r o m  th e  d w a r f ;  w i t h  t h e  a b le  a s s i s t a n c e  o f  t h e  t r ic k s te r  

L o g e  (L o k i) , h e  s im p ly  t a k e s  h i m  c a p t iv e ,  v io le n t ly  t e a r s  t h e  R in g  f r o m  h i s  f in g e r  

a n d  p la c e s  i t  o n  h i s  o w n .  W ith  f u r io u s  m a l ic e ,  A lb e r ic h  t h e n  p r o n o u n c e s  h i s  

t e r r ib le  c u r s e :  a ll  s h a l l  d e s i r e  t h e  R in g ,  y e t  n o n e  w i l l  b e n e f i t  f r o m  h a v in g  it, s in c e  

t h e y  w il l  b e  p o s s e s s e d  w i t h  t h e  f e a r  o f  l o s in g  it, w h i le  o th e r s  w i l l  lo n g  to  s e iz e  i t  

f r o m  th e m ;  t h e  l o r d  o f  t h e  R in g  is  t h e  s la v e  o f  t h e  R in g .3 W o ta n  in i t i a l ly  d i s m is s e s  

A lb e r ic h 's  w o r d s  a s  a  m e r e  e m p t y  v e n t i n g  o f  s p le e n ,  t h o u g h  h e  h a s  p l a i n l y  f a l le n  

v ic t im  to  t h e  c u r s e  a l r e a d y ,  a s  h e  is  b e n t  o n  k e e p i n g  th e  R in g  f o r  h im s e l f .  L o g e  

h a s  a ll  a lo n g  in s i s t e d  t h a t  t h e  r i g h t  t h in g  to  d o  is  r e t u r n  i t  to  i ts  o r ig in a l  

g u a r d ia n s ,  t h e  R h i n e d a u g h te r s ,  b u t  W o ta n  s im p ly  i g n o r e s  h im ,  b e in g  a l r e a d y  in  

t h r a l l  to  t h e  p o w e r  h e  t h in k s  i t  w i l l  b r i n g  h im .

I n  T o lk ie n ,  S a u r o n 's  c h ie f  a d v e r s a r i e s  a r e  t h e  e lv e s  a n d  th e i r  a ll ie s ,  th e  

m e n  o f  N u m e n o r .  U n l ik e  W a g n e r 's  g o d s ,  t h e i r  m o t iv e  in  o p p o s i n g  th e  R in g -  

m a k e r  is  t h e  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d ly  ju s t i f i a b le  o n e  o f  d e f e n d in g  th e m s e lv e s  a n d  th e  

w o r l d  f r o m  h i s  d o m in a t io n ;  n o n e  o f  t h e m  in i t i a l l y  h a v e  a n y  d e s i r e  to  t a k e  th e  

R in g  fo r  th e m s e lv e s ,  o n ly  to  d e p o s e  i ts  m a k e r .  D o in g  so  m o r e o v e r  r e q u i r e s  a n  

a lm o s t  i n f in i t e ly  g r e a t e r  e f fo r t  fo r  t h e m  t h a n  fo r  W o ta n ,  t h e  b a la n c e  o f  p o w e r  

b e in g  d e c i d e d l y  o n  th e  E n e m y 's  s id e ;  o n ly  s e v e n  y e a r s  o f  w a r  s u f f ic e  to  d e f e a t  

h im ,  a n d  h i s  f in a l  o v e r th r o w  is  n o t  a c h ie v e d  u n t i l  I s i l d u r  c u ts  t h e  R in g  f r o m  h i s  

h a n d .  U n l ik e  A lb e r ic h ,  S a u r o n  is  in  n o  p o s i t io n  to  c u r s e  t h e  R in g , b e in g  

e f fe c t iv e ly  d i s e m b o d ie d  b y  i ts  lo s s ,  b u t  th e r e  is  a c tu a l ly  n o  n e e d  fo r  h i m  to  d o  so  

a s  i t  is  a n  a c c u r s e d  th in g  b y  i ts  v e r y  n a t u r e  ( th e  in s c r ip t i o n  u p o n  i t  c o r r e s p o n d i n g  

c lo s e ly  to  A lb e r ic h 's  c u r s e  a s  a  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  i ts  s i n i s t e r  p u r p o s e ) .  T h is  f u r th e r  

u n d e r l i n e s  t h e  c e n t r a l  d i f f e r e n c e  in  t h e  c o n c e p t io n  o f  t h e  R in g  i ts e lf :  w h e r e  

W a g n e r  p o r t r a y s  i t  a s  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  p o w e r  m e r e ly  u n l e a s h e d  b y  A lb e r ic h  (w i th  

h i s  c u r s e  f u n c t io n in g  b o th  a s  a n  e x p r e s s io n  o f  h i s  f r u s t r a t e d  m a l ic e  a n d  a n  

e x p l ic a t io n  o f  t h e  in e v i ta b le  c o m p e t i t i o n  to  p o s s e s s  i ts  u n i q u e  p o w e r ) ,  T o lk ie n  

m a k e s  i t  c le a r  t h a t  t h e  R in g  is  a  r e p o s i to r y  o f  S a u r o n 's  o w n  n a t iv e  p o w e r  a n d  e v il  

w i l l .  I n  b o t h  c a s e s , t h e  R in g  is  s h o w n  to  m a k e  p e o p le  d e s i r e  it, b u t  T o lk ie n  p la c e s  

a  m u c h  s t r o n g e r  e m p h a s i s  o n  th e  s in i s t e r  s u p e r n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s  b e h in d  th is :  i t  is  

n o t  s im p ly  th e  d e s i r e  ( c o n s c io u s  o r  u n c o n s c io u s )  to  w ie ld  p o w e r ,  i t  is  t h e  w i l l  o f

3 Cf. Morgan's paraphrase, quoted p.134 above.
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it). Far from  th ere  b e in g  an y  ag reem en t to exchange it, th o u g h , th e  R ing  is sim ply  
lost a n d  fo u n d —on w id e ly  sep a ra ted  occasions a n d  as if b y  chance. M ore 
sign ifican t still is T o lk ien 's  u se  of th e  river as a se ttin g —w hich  clearly  recalls 
W agner's  R hine. B ut w h ereas W agner's  ep ic  beg ins in  th e  river, w h ich  is the 
o rig inal source of the  gold , T olkien  on ly  h a s  it arrive  th e re  at a m u ch  la te r stage 
of its h is to ry . T he para lle l is u n d e rlin e d  b y  th e  w ay  D eago l's  f in d in g  of th e  R ing 
is described , a scene m em o rab ly  recrea ted  by  G andalf: "A nd behold! w h en  he  
w ash ed  th e  m u d  aw ay, there  in  h is h a n d  lay  a b eau tifu l go ld en  ring; an d  it shone 
an d  g litte red  in  the  sun, so th a t h is  h e a rt w as g lad "  (I.ii.53). T his ev id en t echo of 
th e  R h in ed au g h te rs ' innocen t rejo icing in  th e ir go ld  h ig h lig h ts  a re so n an t irony, 
as th e  re ad e r is fu lly  aw are  th a t th e  R in g 's  b eau tifu l app ea ran ce  belies its evil — 
an d  th e  fact th a t it w as originally  m ad e  in  fire. I t is as if a t th is  p o in t T olkien  w ere  
delibera te ly  a lte rin g  W agner's  v e rs io n —so th a t th e  f in d in g  of th e  go ld  
u n d e rw a te r  is n o t  th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  story, n o r h a s  it ever b een  innocent.

S ta g e  4. The R in g 's  f in d e r  is im m ediately accosted by an evil tw in  w ho dem ands i t  be 
given  to h im  and, w hen refused on the age-old grounds tha t fin d ers  are keepers, resorts to 
fig h tin g  and killing  h im  fo r  it. The m urderer then wanders o ff w ith  his spoils and comes 
in  tim e to  a dark cave m iles fr o m  anyw here, where he guards it fo r  several years in a 
m onstrously  or grotesquely dehum anised  fo rm . The R in g  itse lf m eanw hile remains 
dorm ant and  a k in d  o f  stalem ate ensues, during  w hich neither its maker nor his ch ie f 
opponent are able to  secure it, though each is gnaw ed by a fea r o f  the other doing so  fir s t.

W h en  h is  b ro th e r F afner tries to snatch  the  R ing  from  h im , Fasolt 
an g rily  shou ts "I h o ld  it: it be longs to  m e " —to  w h ich  Fafner sarcastically  rep lies 
"H o ld  it fast in  case it falls" (R heingold  142) a n d  b ru ta lly  b lu d g eo n s h im  to death . 
Fafner the rea fte r takes on  the  fo rm  of a d rag o n  a n d  g u a rd s  h is  go ld en  h o a rd  in 
h is  fo rest cave, N e id h o h le  (the p it  of envy). Both W otan  an d  A lberich  h o p e  to 
rega in  th e  R ing b u t are  p rev en ted  from  d o in g  so d irectly . A lberich  is sim p ly  too 
sm all an d  p ow erless to challenge th e  m onster, b u t relies on  h is  curse  to  b rin g  
ab o u t its inev itab le  death ; W otan  is p rev en ted  b y  h is  o w n  law s, specifically  h is 
con tract w ith  th e  g iants, b u t w orks to  create a free h e ro  w ho  w ill be able to  act on 
h is  behalf.

In  a d irec t p a ra lle l—an d  m in ia tu rised  p a ro d y —of th is scene, D eagol 
refuses h is  fr ien d  S m eago l's claim  th a t the R ing sho u ld  be  h is  b ir th d a y  p resen t 
an d  insists, " I 'm  g o ing  to  keep  it," w h e reu p o n  Sm eagol, echo ing  F afner 's  
sarcasm , sneers "O h, are you  in d eed , m y  love" an d  th ro ttles  h im  (LotR  I.ii.53). 
Sm eagol th en  p roceeds to  becom e G o llu m —n o t a d rag o n  in d eed  b u t certa in ly  a 
d ep rav ed  c rea tu re  an d  on  occasion a cannibal. M eanw hile , b o th  S auron  an d  h is 
chief adversary , G andalf (h im self a d ec id ed ly  O d in ic  figure), a re  n o t m ere ly  
u n able to  rega in  th e  R ing  b u t u n aware w h a t h a s  h a p p e n e d  to  it. B oth sides, 
how ever, beg in  to  su spec t th e  tru th  an d  to  search  for answ ers. Sauron, re tu rn e d
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to  th e  w o rld  as th e  N ecrom ancer, sends h is  servan ts to  search  the  river w h e re  it 
w as last seen. G an d alf in  tu rn  g row s p e rtu rb e d  by  th is an d  becom es increasing ly  
w atchful.

S ta g e  5. Years later, a passing adventurer, w ho is in some sense the u n w ittin g  protege o f  
the R ing-m aker's ch ie f opponent, b u t w ho appears to be gu ided  by a providence altogether 
beyond any conscious stra tegy, encounters the m urderous troglodyte, w ho threatens to 
eat him . D efending h im se lf w ith  his sw ord, the hero overcomes his enem y and w ins  
possession o f  the R in g — b u t w ith o u t the sligh test inkling  o f  its true nature and origin. 
H e then proceeds to bring  his adventure to a successfu l outcome, w ith  the R in g  still 
safely in his keeping.

M ore b y  luck  th a n  ju dgem en t, W o tan 's  stra teg y  u ltim a te ly  succeeds (in 
th e  th ird  p a r t of the  cycle) w h en  h is b lissfu lly  ig n o ran t g ran d so n  S iegfried is led  
to  th e  d ra g o n 's  lair b y  A lberich 's  b ro th e r M im e (him self lu s tin g  for th e  R ing).6 7 
S iegfried  figh ts a n d  kills Fafner sim p ly  to  p rev en t h im se lf from  be in g  ea ten  an d  
on ly  takes th e  R ing  because  he  m ag ica lly  h ea rs  th e  voice of a  b ird  su g gesting  he  
do  so. H e  d is reg a rd s  the  in fo rm ation  th a t " it w o u ld  m ak e  h im  ru le r of the 
w o rld "  (Siegfried  130), as h e  h a s  no  in te rest w h atso ev er in  such  an  occupation , 
an d  keeps it s im ply  as a  tro p h y  of h is  victory. A p p ea rin g  to th en  fo rget ab o u t it 
com pletely , h e  con tinues h is  adven tu res , w h ich  cu lm inate  in  h is  aw aken ing  the 
s leep ing  B ru nnh ilde  w ith  a kiss.

In  T o lk ien 's  version, G an d alf sen d s the  b lissfu lly  ig n o ran t h o b b it Bilbo 
to  h e lp  th e  dw arv es w in  back  th e ir go ld  from  th e  d rag o n  S m aug  (one of 
seem ing ly  in n u m e ra b le —b u t m ostly  in c id e n ta l -p a ra l le ls  w ith  Siegfried),7 p a rtly  
as an  experim en t in  d is trac tin g  S auron  from  h is  search  for the  lost R ing. This 
gam ble  p roves in fin ite ly  m o re  adv an tag eo u s th a n  G an d alf cou ld  h av e  hoped , 
Bilbo h im se lf f in d in g  an d  w in n in g  th e  R ing  en route  by  w h a t ap p ea rs  to  be  the 
m o s t un feasib le  coincidence (bu t w h ich  G an d alf im plies is p rov iden tia l: "Bilbo

6 The servile and treacherous dwarf Mime is the closest character in Wagner to Gollum and 
is often thought to be an anti-Semitic caricature. Siegfried reacts w ith disgust (and an 
obvious sense of superiority) when Mime claims to be his father, as Frodo does at the 
thought that "Gollum was connected w ith hobbits, however distantly" (LotR I.ii.54). The 
difference is that Tolkien presents the claim as true; Frodo's denial of Gollum's essential 
humanity is reproved by Gandalf and later overcome by his own experience. Tolkien also 
invests Gollum w ith a strangely grotesque charm -som ething utterly lacking in Wagner's 
Mime.
7 In a purely historical sense, Tolkien's version of events begins at this point, since he wrote 
The Hobbit first and was at that stage no more aware than Bilbo that Gollum's ring would 
turn  out to be the Ring. Apparent parallels w ith Wagner in the earlier book (at least in  its 
original version) are therefore more likely to be the result of the shared mediaeval sources 
for both; The Lord of the Rings (together w ith the consequent revisions to The Hobbit) is 
another story.
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w a s  meant to  f i n d  th e  R in g ,  a n d  not b y  i ts  m a k e r "  [LotR I .ii.5 6 ]). U n l ik e  S ie g f r ie d ,  

h e  f in d s  i t  b e f o re  m e e t in g  i ts  g u a r d i a n ,  w h o  is  a s  y e t  u n a w a r e  t h a t  h e  h a s  lo s t  it, 

a n d  w a r d s  o f f  h i s  a t t a c k  w i t h  h i s  s w o r d  w i t h o u t  n e e d i n g  to  k i l l  h im ,  i n d e e d  a t  a  

c r u c ia l  m o m e n t  a c tu a l ly  s p a r e s  h i s  l i f e — a n  a c t  o f  m e r c y  t h a t  p r o v e s  to  h a v e  th e  

m o s t  m o m e n t o u s  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  I n s t e a d  o f  a  b a t t l e ,  t h e y  e n g a g e  in  a  r i d d le  

c o n te s t .8 B ilb o  f in a l ly  e s c a p e s  h i s  w o u l d - b e  a s s a i la n t ,  w h o — lik e  A lb e r ic h — 

c u r s e s  t h e  " th ie f "  w h o  h a s  t a k e n  h i s  R in g . H e  to o  t h e n  p r o c e e d s  to  c o m p le te  h i s  

a d v e n t u r e  s u c c e s s fu lly .  T h e  s ig n i f ic a n t  d if f e r e n c e s  v is - a - v is  W a g n e r  a r e  T o lk ie n 's  

r a d ic a l  r e d e f in i t io n ,  n o t  to  s a y  in v e r s io n ,  o f  h e r o i s m  ( s u b s t i t u t i n g  th e  h u m b le  

a n d  m e r c i f u l  h o b b i t  f o r  t h e  in v in c ib le  Ubermensch) a n d  th e  f a r  le s s e r  d e g r e e  o f  

i n v o lv e m e n t  a n d  e v e n  k n o w le d g e  e x h ib i t e d  b y  a ll  t h e  c h a ra c te r s ,  s p e c if ic a l ly  a s  

c o m p a r e d  to  t h e  R in g  i ts e l f  a n d  in s c r u ta b l e  " c h a n c e ."

S tage  6. A fter resting a while from  his labours, the Ring-finder sets out on a new  
journey, having fir s t bequeathed the R ing as a parting g ift and keepsake to a loved one — 
who later receives an unexpected visit from  a trusted form er comrade who has found  out 
the truth o f the matter and is consequently filled with anxiety. The greatest danger now 
lies in the fac t that its maker is sparing no effort to regain it, an event which would 
guarantee the success o f his original plan and plunge the world into irredeemable 
darkness till the end o f time. This looming threat o f a permanent and irreparable cosmic 
disaster lends this episode in particular an atmosphere o f suffocating dread and terrible 
urgency. The messenger is fu lly  aware o f what needs to be done and loses little time in 
relaying it. There is only one possible solution: the R ing m ust fina lly  be returned to its 
source o f origin. B ut this, the one thing needed to save the world, is rendered seemingly 
impossible— both by the implacable will and power o f the enemy to retrieve it, and the 
relative weakness and ignorance o f the bearer. The tension is thus further increased by the 
apparent inevitability o f disaster, the consequences o f which are about as dire as could 
conceivably be: the total domination o f the world by a hostile power, utterly ruthless, bent 
on the enslavement and torment o f its inhabitants, fo r  the whole o f the foreseeable fu ture, 
and with no further possibility o f its ever being checked or resisted in any way 
whatsoever.

S ie g f r ie d ,  in  Gotterdammerung, g iv e s  t h e  R i n g — w i t h  t r a g ic  i r o n y — a s  a  

l o v e - to k e n  to  B r u n n h i ld e ,  b e f o re  r i d in g  f o r th  s o u n d i n g  h i s  h o r n .  O b l iv io u s  o f  h e r  

d a n g e r ,  B r u n n h i ld e  d o t e s  o n  th e  R in g  a s  t h e  s y m b o l  o f  S i e g f r i e d 's  lo v e  a n d  

r e m a in s  d e a f  to  t h e  e n t r e a t i e s  o f  h e r  s i s t e r  v a lk y r ie ,  W a l t r a u te ,  w h o  c o m e s  r i d in g  

o n  th e  w in g s  o f  s to r m  to  r e v e a l  t h a t  " T h e  w o r l d 's  w o e s  c e r ta in ly  s t e m  f r o m  i t"  

(102) a n d  to  u r g e  h e r  to  r e t u r n  i t  to  t h e  R h in e d a u g h te r s .  T h e  i r o n y  is  h e r e  

in te n s i f i e d ,  a s  B r u n n h i ld e 's  g r a n d i l o q u e n t  g e s tu r e  in  t h e  n a m e  o f  lo v e  b e l i e s  th e  

f a c t  t h a t  s h e  is  n o n e th e l e s s  f a i l in g  to  d o  th e  o n e  t h in g  n e e d f u l ,  a n d  in d e e d

8 Another probably coincidental Siegfried parallel.
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p la y i n g  d i r e c t l y  in to  t h e  e n e m y 's  h a n d s .  (B y  th i s  s ta g e ,  t h e  a u d ie n c e  is  a w a r e  t h a t  

A lb e r ic h 's  f e a r s o m e ly  c a p a b le  h u m a n  s o n  H a g e n  is  m a s t e r m in d i n g  th e  R in g 's  

r e t r i e v a l . ) 9

B ilb o , in  t h e  f i r s t  c h a p te r  o f  The Lord o f  the R in g s ,10 l e a v e s  th e  R in g  to  

F r o d o  a s  p a r t  o f  h i s  i n h e r i t a n c e ,  b e f o re  w a n d e r i n g  o ff, u l t i m a t e ly  to  s e t t le  in  

R iv e n d e l l  a n d  w r i t e  h i s  m e m o i r s .  I n  s t a r k  c o n t r a s t  to  S ie g f r ie d ,  B ilb o  is  s h o w n  to  

b e  in  t h e  e a r ly  s t a g e s  o f  t h e  s a m e  a d d ic t io n  m o r e  m a r k e d ly  p r e s e n t  in  G o l lu m , 

a n d  h a s  to  b e  a c t iv e ly  c o e rc e d  b y  G a n d a l f  in to  l e t t in g  g o  o f  t h e  R in g  fo r  h i s  o w n  

g o o d .  H e r e  T o lk ie n  is  a g a in  in s i s t in g  t h a t  n o  o n e ,  n o  m a t t e r  h o w  w e l l - m e a n in g  o r  

in n o c e n t ,  is  im m u n e  to  t h e  e v il  w i l l  o f  t h e  R in g ,  w h ic h  in  G a n d a l f 's  m e m o r a b le  

p h r a s e  " s e t  to  w o r k  o n  i ts  k e e p e r  a t  o n c e "  (I.ii.4 8 ). T h e  o n ly  e x c e p t io n  to  t h i s  r u l e  

is  T o m  B o m b a d i l ,  w h o s e  e x a m p le  o f f e r s  a n  i m p l i e d  c r i t ic i s m  o f  S ie g f r ie d :  s in c e  

G a n d a l f  s a y s  o f  h im ,  in  r e s p o n s e  to  t h e  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  h e  m ig h t  k e e p  i t  s a fe , t h a t  

" i f  h e  w e r e  g iv e n  th e  R in g ,  h e  w o u l d  s o o n  f o r g e t  it, o r  m o s t  l ik e ly  t h r o w  i t  a w a y .  

S u c h  t h in g s  h a v e  n o  h o l d  o n  h i s  m in d .  H e  w o u l d  b e  a  m o s t  u n s a f e  g u a r d ia n ;  a n d  

t h a t  a lo n e  is  a n s w e r  e n o u g h "  (II .ii.2 6 5 ). W h e r e  W a g n e r  id e a l i s e s  S ie g f r ie d 's  

im m u n i ty  to  g r e e d  a n d  a m b i t io n ,  T o lk ie n  is  a t  p a in s  to  e m p h a s i s e  t h a t — a t  l e a s t  

w h e r e  t h e  R in g  is  c o n c e r n e d — in n o c e n c e  o f  a n y  k i n d  w i l l  p r o v e  c a ta s t r o p h ic .  

B o th  G a n d a l f  a n d  A r a g o r n  p e r io d i c a l ly  c h id e  t h e  h o b b i t s  f o r  b e in g  i r r e s p o n s ib ly  

l ig h t - h e a r t e d  a b o u t  so  g r a v e  a  m a t t e r .

9 The replacement of Alberich by Hagen as chief villain means that both of them are 
counterparts to Sauron, but at different stages of the plot, a fact that underscores further 
shades of difference between the two works. The late introduction of Hagen in  the story 
serves a vital dramatic purpose, the prophesied downfall of the gods being contingent on 
the emergence of the "Nibelung-son" — who thus plays a kind of Antichrist to Siegfried's 
Messiah (since Alberich's calculating and loveless begetting of a son to do his dirty work 
forms a parodic counterpart to Wotan's parallel strategy in  procreating a "free hero" to 
save the world). In fact there is considerable ambiguity as to whether Hagen will reclaim 
the Ring for his father or for himself, whereas Tolkien makes it far more explicit that the 
Ring erodes all filial loyalty (evident for example when Gandalf tells Denethor that 
Boromir "would have kept it for his own, and when he returned you would not have 
known your son" (LotR V.iv.813). Wagner's supplanting of his original villain w ith a 
successor thus pre-empts Tolkien in one way, while at the same time underlining the 
contrast w ith the immortal and bodiless Sauron, whose vital power passes not into a 
physical heir b u t—more chillingly—into the Ring itself , and whose agents' loyalty is 
assured by his complete domination of their wills.
10 Everything up to this point is recollected in  flashback (or recounted in the earlier book 
The Hobbit); The Lord of the Rings, a true epic in  this respect, begins in medias res. The 
corresponding point in  Wagner is the beginning of the fourth and final part of the cycle, 
though it was the first to be written (Wagner, as is often claimed, having written the text 
backwards and the music forwards). In a sense, then, he too was beginning the story at this 
point—and then adding the earlier parts as "prequels."
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F r o d o ,  m o r e  p o s i t iv e ly ,  s h o w s  n o  s ig n s  o f  B r u n n h i ld e 's  s e n t im e n ta l  

a t t a c h m e n t  to  t h e  R in g  a n d  is  e n t i r e ly  r e c e p t iv e  to  G a n d a l f 's  in s i s t e n c e  t h a t  i t  

m u s t  b e  r e t u r n e d  to  w h e r e  i t  c a m e  f ro m . T h e  p r o b le m  is  t h a t  th is  a c t  is  n o t  a  

s im p le  m a t t e r  (a s  i t  w o u l d  b e  fo r  B r u n n h i ld e  to  s im p ly  h a n d  th e  R in g  o v e r  to  th e  

R h in e d a u g h te r s ) ;  i n d e e d  i t  in v o lv e s  a n  e p ic  q u e s t ,  a ll  b u t  im p o s s ib le  o f  f u l f i lm e n t  

(a  p o i n t  t h e  te x t  m a k e s  n u m e r o u s  t im e s ) .  U n l ik e  H a g e n ,  S a u r o n  d o e s  n o t  k n o w  

e x a c t ly  w h e r e  t h e  R in g  is , b u t  o n c e  h e  f i n d s  o u t  i t  w i l l  b e  a  r e la t i v e ly  s im p le  

m a t t e r  f o r  h i m  to  r e t r i e v e  it, s in c e  h e  c o m m a n d s  s e e m in g ly  l im i t l e s s  r e s o u rc e s .  

T h e  c h ie f  d a n g e r  is  n o t  t h a t  t h e  R in g b e a r e r  r e f u s e s  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  ta s k ,  b u t  t h a t  

t h e  o d d s  a r e  so  o v e r w h e l m in g  s t a c k e d  a g a in s t  t h e  p o s s ib i l i t y  o f  h i s  s u c c e e d in g .  

E s s e n t ia l ly ,  W a g n e r  p r e s e n t s  t h e  s o lu t io n  a s  a lm o s t  e f fo r t l e s s ly  e a s y  b u t  t h w a r t e d  

b y  a  t r a g ic  tw i s t  o f  f a te ,  w h e r e a s  T o lk ie n  m a k e s  i t  a  s e e m in g ly  in s u p e r a b l e  

d i f f ic u l ty  t h a t  is  n o n e th e l e s s  a ls o  a  " d r e a d f u l  c h a n c e "  (I.ii.51 ).

S tage  7. As events build to a climax o f tremendous tension, the R ing is taken from  its 
new keeper by a trusted friend. This episode involves a great deal o f dramatic confusion 
and bewilderment, in which both characters are essentially victims o f a treacherous plot 
to seize the R ing from  them, one o f them being murderously attacked from  behind as a 
consequence.

S ie g f r ie d ,  u n d e r  t h e  in f lu e n c e  o f  H a g e n 's  e v il  m a g ic ,  s e iz e s  t h e  R in g  

b a c k  f r o m  B r u n n h i ld e ,  u n a w a r e  t h a t  i t  w a s  h e  w h o  g a v e  i t  to  h e r ,  o r  e v e n  t h a t  h e  

h a s  m e t  h e r  b e fo re .  T h is  g iv e s  H a g e n  th e  p r e te x t  h e  n e e d s  to  j u s t i f y  m u r d e r i n g  

S ie g f r ie d ,  w h ic h  h e  d o e s  b y  s t a b b in g  h i m  in  t h e  b a c k  d u r i n g  a  b o a r - h u n t .

F r o d o ,  g r a d u a l ly  n e a r i n g  th e  e n d  o f  h i s  q u e s t ,  is  b e t r a y e d  b y  G o l lu m  to  

t h e  m o n s t r o u s  s p id e r ,  S h e lo b , w h o  s t in g s  h i m  in  t h e  n e c k .  H i s  f a i t h f u l  s e r v a n t  

S a m , h a v in g  f o u g h t  o f f  G o l lu m  a n d  S h e lo b  b u t  t h in k in g  F r o d o  d e a d ,  t a k e s  th e  

R in g  f r o m  h i m  in  o r d e r  to  c o m p le te  t h e  q u e s t  o n  h i s  b e h a lf .

T h e  e x a c t  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  o f  e a c h  c a s e  a r e  a t  t h e i r  m o s t  d i f f e r e n t  a t  th is  

s ta g e ,  w i t h  t h e  s e q u e n c e  o f  e v e n t s  a n d  th e  ro le s  o f  t h e  c h a r a c te r s  b e in g  r e v e r s e d  

(o r  s u b s ta n t i a l ly  a l te r e d ) ;  w h a t  is  m o s t  s t r i k in g  is  t h e  w a y  T o lk ie n  r e p la c e s  a  

s c e n e  o f  b i t t e r ly  t r a g ic  ( if  u n w i t t i n g )  b e t r a y a l  w i t h  o n e  in  w h ic h  t r e a c h e r y  is  

t h w a r t e d  t h r o u g h  a n  a c t  o f  d e v o te d  lo y a l ty .

S tage  8. When the confusion is eventually resolved, the R ing is restored to its keeper, 
who proceeds to complete the task o f returning it to its place o f origin. A t  the critical 
moment, s/he claims the R ing by right, and in token o f this places it on his/her finger.

B r u n n h i ld e ,  h a v in g  b e la t e d l y  l e a r n e d  th e  fu l l  t r u t h  a n d  n o w  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  th e  w h o le  s i tu a t io n ,  i n te r v e n e s  j u s t  in  t im e  to  p r e v e n t  H a g e n  f r o m  

s e iz in g  th e  R in g  f r o m  th e  fa l le n  h e r o  ( u n d o u b t e d l y  h e lp e d  b y  th e  p o r t e n t  o f  h i s  

d e a d  h a n d  r i s in g  in  p r o te s t ) ;  s h e  t h e n  c la im s  i t  b a c k  in  o r d e r  to  r e tu r n  i t  to  th e  

R h in e .
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S a m , h a v in g  l e a r n e d  t h a t  F r o d o  is  s t i l l  a liv e , is  r e u n i t e d  w i t h  h i m  a n d  

r e s to r e s  t h e  R in g  to  h im ,  w h e r e u p o n  t h e y  c o n t in u e  th e  f in a l  s t a g e  o f  th e i r  jo u r n e y  

to  M o u n t  D o o m . O n c e  th e r e ,  F r o d o  u l t i m a t e ly  f a i ls  to  r e l i n q u i s h  t h e  R in g ,  

c la im in g  i t  fo r  h i s  o w n  in s te a d .

T h is  is  o f  c o u r s e  t h e  c r i t ic a l  s ta g e ,  t h e  c l im a c tic  m o m e n t  w h e n  th e  b e a r e r  

m u s t  f in a l ly  d e te r m in e  w h a t  t h e  f a te  o f  t h e  R in g  a n d  th e  w o r l d  w i l l  b e . 

B r u n n h i ld e  d o e s  so  im p r e s s iv e ly ,  c h e c k in g  th e  s e e m in g ly  u n s t o p p a b le  H a g e n  a t  

t h e  l a s t  m o m e n t .  H e r  c la im  to  t h e  R in g  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  is  b o th  a u th o r i t a t iv e ,  a s  h e r  

r i g h t f u l  in h e r i t a n c e  f r o m  S ie g f r ie d ,  a n d  s e lf le s s ,  a s  s h e  is  u l t i m a t e ly  g i v in g  b o t h  i t  

a n d  h e r s e l f  u p  in  a n  a c t  o f  r i tu a l  a to n e m e n t ,  a n d  b e q u e a th i n g  i t  to  i ts  o r ig in a l  

g u a r d ia n s ,  t h e  R h in e d a u g h te r s ,  w h o s e  p r i o r  c la im  s h e  f u l ly  a c k n o w le d g e s .  T h e  

f i r e  t h a t  c o n s u m e s  h e r ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  s a c r i f ic ia l  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  a c t, p u r i f i e s  t h e  R in g  

o f  i ts  c u r s e ,  so  t h a t  i t  is  r e s t o r e d  to  i ts  p r i m a l  in n o c e n c e .

B y  th e  m o s t  e x t r e m e  c o n tr a s t ,  F r o d o 's  p e r f o r m i n g  a n  a lm o s t  i d e n t ic a l  

a c t  is  p r e s e n t e d  in  t e r m s  o f  h i s  fa ilin g  t h e  q u e s t .  H a v i n g  c o m e , a g a in s t  a ll  h o p e ,  to  

t h e  v e r y  C r a c k  o f  D o o m  i ts e l f  a n d  h a v in g  o n ly  to  p e r f o r m  th e  s e e m in g ly  s im p le  

t a s k  o f  c a s t in g  th e  R in g  in to  it, h e  i n s t e a d  s u c c u m b s  to  i ts  o v e r w h e lm in g  

t e m p t a t i o n  a n d  c la im s  i t  f o r  h i s  o w n .  T h a t  t h i s  is  a n  i r r a t i o n a l  a n d  c a ta s t r o p h ic  

a c t  is  c le a r ,  a s  t h r o u g h  i t  F r o d o  is  e f fe c t iv e ly  g iv in g  b o th  t h e  R in g  a n d  h im s e l f  u p  

to  t h e  E n e m y - e v e n  th o u g h  t h a t  is  t h e  v e r y  t h in g  th e  q u e s t  is  m e a n t  to  p r e v e n t ;  i t  

is  in  t h e  a c t  o f  p u t t i n g  i t  o n  h i s  f in g e r  t h a t  F r o d o  b e c o m e s  v is ib le  to  S a u ro n ,  

w h o s e  v i c to r y  t h e r e b y  s e e m s  a s s u r e d .

T h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  h e r e  a r e  so  s ig n i f ic a n t  a s  to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  T o lk i e n 's  

o r ig in a l  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  p lo t  o f  h i s  "H obbit s e q u e l"  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  b o u n d  u p  

w i t h  a  n e e d  to  " c o r r e c t "  W a g n e r  o n  th i s  c ru c ia l  p o in t .  B r u n n h i ld e 's  c la im in g  th e  

R in g  is  w h o l ly  a d m ir a b le ,  t h e  a c t  t h a t  f in a l ly  s a v e s  t h e  w o r ld ,  w h e r e a s  F r o d o 's  

d o in g  so  is  t r a g ic  a n d  a p p e a r s  to  s e a l  t h e  w o r l d 's  d o o m . I n  e a c h  c a se , o f  c o u rs e ,  

c la im in g  th e  R in g  m e a n s  s o m e th in g  d i f f e r e n t .  F o r  B r u n n h i ld e  i t  is  a  

g r a n d i l o q u e n t  g e s tu r e ,  p a r t  o f  h e r  r e d e m p t i v e  f in a l  r i tu a l ;  f o r  F r o d o  i t  is  th e  

d e f e a t  o f  h i s  o w n  w i s d o m  a n d  g o o d  n a t u r e  b y  e i th e r  r e c k le s s  e g o is m  o r  t h e  w i l l  

o f  t h e  R in g  i ts e l f .11 M o r e  p r a c t ic a l ly ,  B r u n n h i ld e 's  w e a r i n g  th e  R in g  is  t h e  m e a n s  

t h r o u g h  w h ic h  i t  a c tu a l ly  p a s s e s  t h r o u g h  th e  p u r i f y in g  f la m e  a n d  r e tu r n s  to  th e  

R h in e ,  w h e r e a s  F r o d o  c la im s  i t  instead  o f  t h r o w i n g  i t  in  t h e  f ire .  H e r e  m o r e  t h a n  

e v e r ,  th e n ,  T o lk ie n 's  d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  W a g n e r  l ie s  in  h i s  in s i s t e n c e  t h a t  t h e  R in g  

c a n n o t  s im p ly  b e  o v e r c o m e  b y  n o b i l i t y  o f  p u r p o s e ,  s in c e  t h e r e  is n o b o d y  w h o  is  

c a p a b le  o f  r e s i s t in g  i ts  a l l u r e .11 12

11 The difficulty of deciding which has been memorably articulated by Shippey: either "the 
Ring is a sort of psychic amplifier, magnifying the unconscious fears or selfishnesses of its 
owners" or "it is a sentient creature w ith urges and powers of its own" (J.R.R. Tolkien: 
Author of the Century 136).
12 E xcep t-as n o te d - th e  irresponsible Tom Bombadil.
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S ta g e  9. Finally, the R in g  is taken fro m  its keeper fo r  a second time, this tim e fo r  good. 
In  the process, the treacherous w ould-be robber dies in a last desperate a ttem p t to seize it, 
being driven  by an overm astering greed tha t makes h im  heedless o f his ow n safety; he 
w ould  in any case have n o  desire to  live w ith o u t it, as i t  is the on ly  th ing  to  w hich he 
attaches value. H is death results im m ediately fro m  his im m ersion in  the hostile elem ent 
fr o m  w hich the R in g  comes, and to w hich it  is now  returned. The salvation o f  the w orld  is 
thereby achieved— in each case through a clim ax o f  aw e-inspiring power, in w hich the 
tension is w orked up  to  the last degree o f tolerability and then released in a great wave o f  
relie f and astonished joy: deliverance beyond hope. The accursed th ing  tha t brought 
oppression and bondage in to  the w orld is dissolved, and h u m a n ity  is delivered fro m  an 
order based on possession and ow nership, to enter a new  era o f  freedom  and peace— 
whose fu tu r e  nonetheless rem ains uncertain. A t  the same tim e, a race o f  h igher beings, 
the fo rm er ch ie f custodians o f the world, now  renounce it  altogether in an act o f  solem n  
atonem ent fo r  their u n w ittin g  in vo lvem en t in  the whole business fro m  the beginning. 
W ith  their passing, the w orld comes un d er the rule o f  m en, w ho w ill hopefully learn fro m  
their exam ple— though there is no guarantee o f  this. The whole w ork closes w ith  an epic 
sense o f  the end o f  an age, and in  a m ood o f noble resignation.

I n  W a g n e r 's  m a je s t ic  f in a le ,  t h e  R h in e  f lo o d s  i ts  b a n k s ,  a l lo w in g  th e  

R h in e d a u g h t e r s  to  c la im  th e  R in g  f r o m  B r u n n h i ld e 's  a s h e s ,  H a g e n  b e in g  

d r o w n e d  in  a  d e s p e r a t e  f in a l  b i d  to  s n a t c h  i t  f r o m  th e m .  H i s  d e f e a t ,  th e  

R h i n e d a u g h t e r s '  u n c h a l l e n g e d  r e p o s s e s s io n  o f  t h e i r  t r e a s u r e  a n d  i ts  c le a n s in g  b y  

f i re ,  w a te r  a n d  s a c r i f ic ia l  lo v e  r e v e r s e  t h e  o r ig in a l  e f fe c ts  o f  A lb e r ic h 's  c u r s e .  

V a lh a l la  is  s e e n  b u r n i n g  in  th e  h e a v e n s ,  n o t  a s  w a s  o n c e  f e a r e d  b e c a u s e  o f  a n  

a s s a u l t  b y  t h e  fo r c e s  o f  d a r k n e s s ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  W o ta n  h i m s e l f  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  

e c h o in g  B r u n n h i ld e 's  s e l f - im m o la t io n  o n  a n  a l t o g e th e r  g r a n d e r  sc a le , p u t t i n g  a n  

e n d  to  t h e  w h o le  w o r l d  o r d e r  t h a t  w a s  f o u n d e d  o n  th e  R i n g 's  c o r r u p t io n ,  m a k i n g  

s p e c ta c u la r  a m e n d s  fo r  h i s  o w n  o r ig in a l  s in  a n d  e m b r a c in g  a  S c h o p e n h a u e r ia n  

d i s s o lu t io n  o f  t h e  w i l l  to  l i v e — " s m il [ in g ]  in to  e te r n i ty "  (G otterdam m erung  100). 

T h e  h u m a n  s u r v iv o r s ,  n o w  a n  e x te n s io n  o f  W a g n e r 's  a u d ie n c e ,  w i tn e s s  th e  

s p e c ta c le  a s  a  v e r i t a b le  b o n f i r e  o f  t h e  i l lu s io n s  o u r  c iv i l is a t io n  is  b u i l t  o n .  T h e  

e v id e n t  r e c o m m e n d a t io n  is  t h a t  t h e y — a n d  w e — s h o u l d  b e g in  a  n e w  w o r ld ,  

w i t h o u t  g o v e r n m e n t ,  l a w  o r  p r o p e r t y  o f  a n y  k in d .  B u t  w h e t h e r  a n y o n e  w il l  

r e a l ly  d o  so , o r  w h e t h e r  t h e  w h o le  c y c le  is  n o t  m o r e  l ik e ly  to  b e g in  a ll  o v e r  a g a in ,  

r e m a in  u n a n s w e r e d  ( a n d  p r o b a b ly  u n a n s w e r a b le )  q u e s t io n s .

I n  a  f u r t h e r  i n v e r s io n  o f  W a g n e r ,  T o lk ie n  h a s  t h e  w o r l d  s a v e d  b y  

" c h a n c e "  (w h ic h  a p p e a r s  i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b le  f r o m  d iv in e  in te r v e n t io n ) :  G o l lu m 's  

d e s p e r a t i o n  to  r e g a in  h i s  p r e c io u s  d r iv e s  h i m  to  b i te  o f f  F r o d o 's  f in g e r ,  a n d  h i s  

r e c k le s s  ju b i l a t i o n  a t  r e p o s s e s s in g  i t  l e a d s  h i m  to  t u m b l e  in to  t h e  c re v ic e ;  th e  

R in g  is  u n m a d e  ( r a th e r  t h a n  m e r e ly  p u r i f ie d )  in  t h e  f i r e  f ro m  w h ic h  i t  f i r s t  a ro se , 

a n d  th e  f o u n d a t i o n  o f  S a u r o n 's  p o w e r  is  d e s t r o y e d  fo r e v e r ,  in  to k e n  o f  w h ic h  th e  

D a r k  T o w e r  c r u m b le s  in  a p o c a ly p t ic  r u i n  ( a n  o b v io u s  e c h o  o f  t h e  fa ll  o f  V a lh a lla ) ,
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w h i l e  S a u r o n  h im s e l f ,  t h o u g h  im m o r ta l ,  is  r e d u c e d  to  a n  i m p o t e n t  s p i r i t ,  b lo w n  

a w a y  o n  th e  w in d ;  w i t h  h i s  p a s s in g ,  t h e  v a s t  a r m ie s  u n d e r  h i s  s w a y  a r e  le f t  

d i r e c t io n le s s  a n d  th e i r  t h r e a t  is  r e m o v e d  a t  a  s t r o k e .  T h e  v ic to r io u s  a l l ie s  a r e  n o w  

f r e e  to  b e g in  t h e  w o r k  o f  r e s to r in g  th e i r  k i n g d o m s  a n d  h e a l i n g  th e  d e v a s ta t i o n  

w r o u g h t  b y  w a r .  A t t h e  s a m e  t im e , h o w e v e r ,  th e  p o w e r  o f  t h e  e lv e n - r in g s  f a d e s ,  

a n d  th e  e lv e s  th e m s e lv e s  p a s s  o v e r  t h e  s e a  in to  t h e  W e s t— a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  in  a  

s p i r i t  o f  p e n a n c e  fo r  t h e  r o le  t h e i r  t h i r s t  f o r  k n o w le d g e  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  

p l a y e d  in  t h e  c r e a t io n  o f  t h e  r i n g s  o f  p o w e r .  W ith  th e i r  p a s s in g ,  a n d  th e  

d w i n d l in g  o f  t h e  o th e r  f r e e  p e o p le s ,  t h e  w a y  is  p a v e d  fo r  t h e  d o m in io n  o f  m e n  — 

in  e f fe c t  th e  b e g in n i n g  o f  h i s t o r y  a s  w e  k n o w  it. The Lord o f the R in g s  a ls o  s t r e s s e s  

r e p e a t e d l y  th a t ,  t h e  d e f e a t  o f  S a u r o n  n o tw i th s t a n d i n g ,  e v il  w i l l  n e v e r  b e  f in a l ly  

v a n q u i s h e d  w i t h in  t h i s  f a l le n  w o r ld ,  a n d  t h a t  e a c h  n e w  a g e  b r in g s  w i t h  i t  a n  

i n e v i ta b le  s e n s e  o f  d im in i s h m e n t .  T h e  w h o le  w o r k ,  a n d  i ts  c lo s in g  c h a p te r s  in  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  a r e  d e e p ly  e le g ia c , f i l le d  w i t h  a  h a u n t i n g  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  m o r t a l i t y  

a n d  i r r e t r ie v a b le  lo s s .

T h e  c o n c lu s io n s  o f  b o t h  w o r k s  a r e  c le a r ly  s im ila r ,  t h o u g h  a g a in  th e r e  

a r e  s ig n i f ic a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s .  B o th  f e a tu r e  t h e  s a lv a t io n  o f  t h e  w o r l d  f r o m  th e  t h r e a t  

o f  t h e  R i n g 's  e v il  d o m in io n ,  b u t  in  e a c h  c a s e  t h i s  is  s u b s ta n t i a l ly  q u a l i f i e d .  T h e  

e n d in g  o f  W a g n e r 's  c y c le  is  f a m o u s ly  a m b ig u o u s ,  c o m b in in g  t r a g e d y  a n d  

t r i u m p h  in  e q u a l  m e a s u r e ,  p a r t l y  t h r o u g h  th e  p e s s im is t i c  S c h o p e n h a u e r ia n  

d o c t r in e  t h a t  e x is te n c e  i ts e l f  is  i n e s c a p a b ly  t r a g ic  a n d  o b l iv io n  a  s t a te  g r e a t ly  to  

b e  d e s i r e d .  The Lord o f  the R ings  f a l ls  s h o r t  o f  t r a g e d y  a s  s u c h ,  b u t  n o t  b y  f a r  (a  

f a c t  t h a t  is  lo s t  o n  h o s t i le  c r i t ic s  w h o  a c c u s e  i t  o f  h a v in g  a  s u p e r f i c ia l ly  h a p p y  

e n d in g ) .  W h e r e  b o th  w o r k s  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  c o n t in u e  g o in g  f r o m  b a d  

to  w o r s e ,  a n d  b o th  lo c a te  f in a l  r e d e m p t i o n  b e y o n d  " t h e  c ir c le s  o f  t h e  w o r l d "  

(LotR  A p p .A .1 0 3 5 ) ,  T o lk ie n  e s c h e w s  W a g n e r 's  im p l i e d  d e a th - w i s h  fo r  a n  a c h in g  

n o s t a lg i a  f o r  l if e  r e m in i s c e n t  o f  l a te  M a h le r .13

W h e n  c o n s id e r in g  th e  o v e r a l l  p a t t e r n  o f  s im ila r i t i e s  a n d  d i f f e r e n c e s  

d i s c u s s e d  h e r e ,  i t  s e e m s  in c r e a s in g ly  d i f f ic u l t  to  i g n o r e  t h e  l ik e l ih o o d  o f  T o lk ie n  

s e t t i n g  o u t  to  " r e w r i t e "  W a g n e r  w i t h  a  v ie w  to  c o r r e c t in g  t h a t  " s o m e t h in g  v e r y  

i m p o r t a n t  [b u t]  n o t  q u i te  r i g h t"  t h a t  h e  ( a c c o r d in g  to  S h ip p e y )  h a d  d e te c t e d  in  

h i s  w o r k  (The Road to M iddle-earth  3 4 4 ). F u r th e r m o r e ,  th e  g o v e r n in g  o v e ra l l  

d i f f e r e n c e  in  s p i r i t  b e tw e e n  th e  w o r k s ,  a b o v e  a n d  b e y o n d  th e  p e r c e iv e d  

r e la t i o n s h ip  b e tw e e n  H i t l e r  a n d  W a g n e r  t h a t  f i r s t  a le r t s  o n e  to  it, is  t h a t  n o t e d  b y  

B ir z e r  (a s  d i s c u s s e d  a b o v e ) :  t h e  e x t r e m e  id e o lo g ic a l  g u l f  b e tw e e n  T o lk i e n 's  

c o n s e rv a t i s m  a n d  C h r i s t i a n  o r th o d o x y  a n d  W a g n e r 's  r e v o lu t i o n a r y  ( a n d  

a r g u a b l y  p r o to - f a s c is t )  ic o n o c la s m . W h e n  o n e  p a y s  a t t e n t io n  to  w h a t T o lk ie n

13 Arthur Morgan once suggested to me that a spiritual affinity can be sensed between Das 
Lied von der Erde, for example, and Bilbo's farewell song in  Rivendell.
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a p p e a r s  to  c o r re c t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  how  h e  d o e s  so , t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  b e c o m e s  m o r e  

s h a r p l y  u n d e r l i n e d .14

T h e  c o s m o s  o f  W a g n e r 's  R in g  is  p a g a n ,  f a ta l is t ic ,  in e s c a p a b ly  t r a g ic ,  th e  

o n ly  h o p e  i t  o f f e r s  t h e  b l e a k ly  S c h o p e n h a u e r ia n  o n e  o f  d e n y in g  th e  W il l  a n d  

e m b r a c in g  o b l iv io n .  T h e  w o r l d  c o m e s  in to  b e in g  s p o n ta n e o u s ly ,  a n d  e v e n  in  i ts  

E d e n ic  a g e  t h e r e  is  in e q u a l i ty ,  s u f f e r in g  a n d  c ru e l ty .  T h e  o r ig in a l  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  o f  

th in g s ,  in  o th e r  w o r d s ,  is  im p e r f e c t ,  c le a r ly  n o t  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  in te l l i g e n t  d e s ig n .  

T h e  g o d s  t h e m s e lv e s  a r e  d e e p ly  f l a w e d  a n d  fa ll ib le ,  a n d  th e r e  is  ( in i t ia l ly )  n o  

h i g h e r  o r d e r  o f  e x is te n c e  t h a n  th e m ;  t h e y  a r e  d e s t in e d  to  b e  s u p e r s e d e d  b y  a n  

id e a l ly  f r e e  a n d  (b y  c o n v e n t io n a l  s t a n d a r d s )  a m o r a l  h u m a n i t y ;  t h e  R in g  c a n  b e  

( a n d  o f te n  h a s  b e e n )  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  g lo r i f y in g  a d u l t e r y ,  in c e s t ,  i n g r a t i t u d e  a n d  

(u l t im a te ly )  t h e  a b o l i t io n  o f  c iv i l is a t io n .  T h e  l in e  b e tw e e n  g o o d  a n d  e v il  is  

b l u r r e d ,  A lb e r ic h  s o m e t im e s  a p p e a r in g  m o r e  s y m p a th e t i c  t h a n  W o ta n .  T h e  R in g  

its e lf ,  a s  w e  h a v e  s e e n ,  is  p r e s e n t e d  a s  s o m e th in g  t h a t  c a n  a r is e  n a tu r a l l y ,  

t h r o u g h  a  q u i te  u n d e r s t a n d a b le  p r o c e s s  o f  c o r r u p t io n  ( a n d  o n e  t h a t  is  u l t im a te ly  

r e v e r s ib le  t h r o u g h  p u r i f ic a t io n ) .

B y  c o m p le te  c o n tr a s t ,  T o lk i e n 's  u n iv e r s e ,  w h i le  p e s s im is t i c  in  i ts  w a y ,  is  

a t  t h e  d e e p e s t  le v e l  a  C h r i s t i a n  o n e  a n d  a l lo w s  fo r  t h e  p o s s ib i l i ty  o f  

" e u c a t a s t r o p h e ,"  o f  p o s i t iv e  s a lv a t io n .  T o lk i e n 's  " g o o d "  c h a r a c te r s ,  w h i le  

o b v io u s ly  n o t  l i t e r a l ly  C h r i s t ia n ,  a d h e r e  to  h i g h ly  m o r a l  c o d e s  o f  c o n d u c t  t h a t

14 An alternative view is that offered by Christine Chism, who sees Wagner as simply a part 
of a larger movement in  post-German Romantic mythmaking, one that threatens to 
eliminate history for its own self-serving and potentially destructive ends. Tolkien, Chism 
argues, problematises the allure of mythic creation that Wagner (and others) mystifies and 
sublimates, and instead affirms a return to history, even at the cost of renouncing the 
numinous. This is a complex and impressive argument and has much to recommend it, 
notably its attention to Tolkien's capacity for self-interrogation. At the same time, it 
reinforces a common tendency to lump Wagner together w ith Hitler as one "whole vicious 
Siegfriedian, Rosenbergian Nazi m indset"—so that Tolkien can be presented as negotiating 
an "ethical dilemma that Wagner's devotees must still negotiate: how can one [sic] separate 
enjoyment of the complex artistic diagetic world from the political and cultural uses to 
which its power may be put" (78). This view is nothing if not widespread (and is certainly 
not limited to Tolkien studies); it is an inevitable consequence of acknowledging both 
Wagner's virulent anti-Semitism and Hitler's appropriation of Wagner's mythology, as well 
as the moral revulsion aroused by both. It can nonetheless lead to some degree of 
oversimplification (in the current context the emphasis on Tolkien's differences from 
Wagner at the expense of their similarities). It can lead Chism, for example, to assert that 
Siegfried "doesn't hesitate [...] to kill for the Ring" (76), which—if intended as a literal 
comment on the onstage action—is simply untrue (see my discussion of this episode above, 
in  Stage 5 above, p.141). Much recent Wagnerian criticism, on the other hand, has 
attem pted—without downplaying the often repugnant nature of the composer's beliefs—to 
remove the attendant confusion that bedevils appreciation of his work (see for example the 
excellent chapter on "Wagner's Misleading Reputation" in Magee).
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are. The elves a n d  N u m en o rean s  in  p a rticu la r reverence, b u t do  n o t w orsh ip , the 
V alar (w ho, as The Silmarillion clarifies, a re  fa ith fu l v iceregen ts of Iluvatar, 
ev id en tly  iden tica l w ith  th e  C hris tian  G od). G andalf, after h is re tu rn  from  death , 
refers to  "ro ad s  th a t I w ill n o t tell" (LotR  III.v.502), im p ly ing  th a t h e  is fo rb idden  
to  speak  of w h a tev e r lies b ey o n d  th is w o rld  o r th e  p o w er responsib le  for send ing  
h im  back. T he p ercep tive  read e r none the less realises th a t th is  is (in tentionally) 
consisten t w ith  th e  C hris tian  v iew  of th ings, especially  a t a p e rio d  su p p o sed  to 
p red a te  th e  Incarnation . Sym bolically, G an d a lf 's  resu rrec tion , as w ell as 
A rag o rn 's  res to ra tion  and , especially , F ro d o 's  sacrifice are  m ean t to  (and  do) 
resona te  w ith  C hris tian  significance. T he m o ra l w o rld  of th e  novel con ta ins all 
th e  m ech an ism s of fallibility , tem p ta tion , resistance, subm ission , repen tance, 
a to n em en t a n d  forgiveness; w h ile  few  characters are  sim plistically  all one or the 
o ther, th e  line be tw een  good  a n d  evil rem ain s absolute. A n d  th e  R ing  itself is 
abso lu te ly  evil, b ey o n d  th e  possib ility  of pu rifica tion .

N or is it s im ply  a m a tte r  of th e  R ing. T here  are  o th er ap p a ren t 
" inversions" of W agner th a t fit th e  sam e p a tte rn . A  clue to  these  is o ffered  b y  
D ay 's  suggestion  th a t T o lk ien 's  "challenge" to  W agner m irro rs  th a t w h ich  he  
m ak es to  "S h ak esp eare 's  u se  of m y th  an d  h is to ry  in  Macbeth" (179). T he la tter, as 
m a n y  h ave  n o ted , is n o t lim ited  to th e  m arch  of the  E nts (an im p ro v em en t on 
B irnam  W ood  m ere ly  ap p ea rin g  to  com e to D unsinane); th e  decep tive  p ro p h ecy  
th a t n o n e  of w o m an  b o rn  shall h a rm  M acbeth  h as its eq u iva len t too (tha t the 
W itch -k ing  shall n o t fall b y  th e  h a n d  of m an). But th e  en co u n te r of E ow yn  and  
th e  N azg u l h a s  W agnerian  as w ell as S hakespearean  overtones.

A s a sp irited  w arrio r m aiden , E ow yn  recalls W agner's  hero ine  
B runnh ilde . L ike th e  valkyrie, E ow yn rid es  in to  battle  in  defiance of a fa ther- 
f ig u re 's  o rders, an d  does s o —p arad o x ica lly —because  m o v ed  to  do so b y  a 
d eep er loyalty  to w ard s  h im . At th e  sam e tim e, how ever, th e  en em y  she 
en coun te rs  resem bles a sin ister p a ro d y  of B runnh ilde: each is th e  chief am ong  
n in e  riders, "choosers of th e  sla in" w hose  airbo rne  steeds fly over battlefie lds, 
seek ing  th e ir p rey . B ut w h ereas th e  valkyries take  th e  slain  to th e ir re w a rd  in  
V alhalla, th e  chilling  th rea t of th e  N azg u l is to  "b ea r thee  aw ay  to  the  h o u ses  of 
lam en ta tion , b ey o n d  all darkness, w h ere  th y  flesh shall be d evou red , an d  th y  
sh rivelled  m in d  be left n a k e d  to th e  L id less E ye" (LotR  V.vi.841). T his in  tu rn  
suggests the  D ark  T ow er is likew ise an evil version  of V alhalla (a p o in t a lread y  
su ggested  above in  the  w ay  th a t b o th  are  destro y ed  in  spectacu lar fash ion  
im m ed ia te ly  after th e  res to ra tio n  of th e  R ing). Each is a vast m o u n ta in to p  
fo rtress th a t com m ands a w o rld w id e  v iew , each  is ho m e to a su p rem ely  
po w erfu l lo rd  w h o  is served  b y  th e  n in e  riders, an d  each  lo rd  is d is tin g u ish ed  by  
h is  single, all-see ing eye.

T here  seem s to  be  a clear p a tte rn  a t w ork  here . W here  W agner's  W otan  
an d  B runnh ilde  are  nob le  an d  adm irab le  characters, T olkien  m irro rs  each of
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th em  d o u b ly —th a t is w ith  d iam etrica lly  o p p o sed  go o d  a n d  evil coun te rparts . 
Ju s t as there  is a fatal en coun te r be tw een  th e  N azg u l an d  E ow yn (a false versu s a 
tru e  valkyrie, so to speak), so too  S au ro n 's  p rin c ip a l o p p o n en t is G andalf 
(suggesting  likew ise a tru e  an d  a false O d in /W otan ).15 Like W agner's  W anderer, 
th e  G rey  P ilg rim  roam s th e  ea rth  in  th e  gu ise  of an  o ld  m a n  lean ing  on  a 
staff/spear, o r r id in g  a m a tch lessly  sw ift steed , sp u rrin g  m orta ls  on  to  d eed s  of 
hero ic  courage a n d  concealing  h is  tru e  p o w er ben ea th  a cloak of hum ility . The 
p a tte rn  m oreover reflects the  sam e m ora l "co rrection" as th e  in v e rted  h is to ry  of 
th e  R ing. W here  W agner seem s to g lorify  w h a t Spengler calls an  "ex isten tia l act 
of d esp a ir"  (par.16), T olkien  rem ains tru e  to  th e  O ld  N orse  sp irit of indom itab le  
courage  even  in  th e  face of certa in  defeat.

Eow yn, like B runnh ilde , seeks h e r o w n  death , p a rtly  because  of h e r 
trag ic  love for th e  hero , b u t in  h e r case th is a ttitu d e  is show n  to be m isg u id ed ; 
she is g iven  a second  chance, a n d  re tu rn s  to  life a n d  love fu lfilled . G andalf, in  
con trast to  th e  res ig n ed  an d  w o rld -ren o u n c in g  W otan, is T o lk ien 's  o u ts tan d in g  
spokesm an  for resistance  a t all costs, an a ttitu d e  h e  expresses m em o rab ly  on 
several occasions b u t n o n e  m ore  so th a n  a t the  las t d eba te  of th e  cap ta in s of the 
West:

We m ust w alk open-eyed into that trap, w ith  courage, bu t small hope for 
ourselves. For, m y lords, it m ay  w ell prove tha t w e ourselves shall perish  
u tterly  in a black battle far from  the living lands; so tha t even if Barad-dur 
be th row n  dow n, w e shall no t live to  see a new  age. But this, I deem , is our 
duty. A nd better so than  to perish  nonetheless — as w e surely shall, if we 
sit here — and know  as w e die tha t no new  age shall be. (LotR V.ix.880)

T he character w h o  m o st em bod ies the  W ag n erian  view , an d  is h eav ily  censured  
for d o in g  so, is D enethor. I t is D ene tho r w ho, like B runnh ilde, creates h is ow n  
fu n era l p y re  an d  w h o  voices an  a ttitu d e  rem in iscen t of W ag n e r 's  a t th e  en d  of 
Gotterdammerung: "T he W est h a s  failed. I t shall all go u p  in  a g rea t fire, a n d  all 
shall be ended . Ash! A sh  a n d  sm oke b lo w n  aw ay  on  th e  w ind !" (V.vii.852). W hat 
W agner celebrates, T olkien  decries as sham efu lly  defeatist.

15 Frank P. Riga makes a similar case for the opposition of Gandalf and Saruman being 
based on "a single, complex and ambivalent figure" who is split into "two different figures, 
each one representing a different aspect of Merlin and Prospero" (207). The Wagnerian, no 
less than the Shakespearean and/or Arthurian, sage is likewise many-sided and morally 
dubious, his primarily noble character having a contrastingly roguish and Machiavellian 
streak, and Tolkien appears to divide his attributes between the diabolical Sauron and the 
gruff-tempered but nonetheless venerated and deeply sympathetic figure of Gandalf. This 
polarising tendency should not be misunderstood as a reductive or oversimplified view of 
"us and them," however; far from being "simply schematic antitheses," Tolkien's opposing 
types "reveal multiple layers of complexity and ambiguity" (212).
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Several o th er de ta ils  su g g est th is  scene is a de libera te  inversion . As 
D enetho r leaps on to  h is  py re, h e  b reak s " th e  staff of h is  s tew ard sh ip "  u p o n  h is 
knee  (V.vii.854), like W otan  w elcom ing  th e  b reak in g  of h is  spear (his o w n  staff of 
office) an d  la ter ligh ting  h is  o w n  im m ense  p y re  w ith  th e  sp e a r 's  flam ing  
fragm en ts. T he descrip tion  of D en e th o r's  face in  th is scene even  suggests a 
physica l resem blance  to  W agner h im self, as h e  ap p ea rs  in  several portra its: " it 
seem ed  cu t o u t of h a rd  stone, sh arp  w ith  b lack  shadow s, noble, p ro u d , an d  
te rrib le"  (V.vii.853). F inally  D en e th o r's  d ea th  is de libera te ly  con trasted , an d  
desig n ed  to  coincide, w ith  T h e o d e n 's—a m o d e l of hero ic  resistance, and  
ap p ro p ria te ly  a tten d ed  b y  h is  o w n  d e fen d in g  "valkyrie ," Eow yn.

To conclude, it seem s ev id en t th a t th e  g ro w in g  critical susp icion  th a t 
T olkien  w as d elibera te ly  "co rrec ting" W agner is am p ly  justified . H is  den ia l of 
an y  connection  w as m ost likely  in ten d ed  to  avo id  a false ap pearance  of k in sh ip  
w h e re  h e  in ten d ed  opposition ;16 it is also typ ica l of h is  fondness for scho larly  in ­
jokes. B ut th is ach ievem ent, w h ich  a d d s  a fu r th e r d im ension  to  The Lord o f the 
Rings, is eq ua lly  ill-served  by  critics w h o  o verp ra ise  e ither au th o r a t the  o th e r 's  
expense. In  a b a lan ced  view , Tolkien, w id e ly  u n d e re s tim a ted  th o u g h  h e  is, 
canno t be seriously  h e ld  to  rival W agner's  tran scen d en t gen ius. N onetheless, 
w h en  it com es to  sp iritu a l au then tic ity  to  th e  sources, T o lk ien 's  p rofessional 
au th o rity  o u tw e ig h s W agner's  g ifted  am ateu rism  an d  m akes h is  version, in  th a t 
sense, the  " tru e r"  of th e  tw o. B ut w h e th e r W agner's  version  is rea lly  "w ro n g "  in  
th e  w ays th a t T o lk ien 's  im plies it is m u s t rem ain  a m a tte r for persona l 
ju d gem en t. A s m a n y  recen t s tu d ies  of W agner h ave  tr ied  to  show  (K itcher and  
S chacht's b e in g  a good  exam ple), Der R ing des Nibelungen  is n o t necessarily  as 
n ih ilistic , p ro to -N az i a n d  d o w n rig h t h a te fu l as it is often  tak en  to  be. T olkien 
m ay  even  h av e  m ore  in  com m on w ith  W agner th a n  he  w o u ld  h ave  ever

16 For all their real differences, however, it does not follow that Tolkien had no time for 
Wagner at all, or that he objected to Lewis dragging him to Covent Garden on occasion. 
Diana Glyer argues that a spirit of opposition often coexisted easily w ith mutual esteem 
among the Inklings, commenting that "even when the criticism is blunt or harsh, these 
disagreements occur w ithin the context of genuine friendship, and even the most caustic 
comments tend to be marked w ith humour and conducted w ith charity" (93-4), so it is not 
impossible that Tolkien's attitude to Wagner was similarly balanced. For one thing it is 
hard to imagine the author of The Lord of the Rings being unmoved by the unashamed 
Romantic fervour of Wagner's score. It is also noticeable that the defining qualities that 
mark the Inklings as a group and  underscore their opposition to the fashionable 
intelligentsia—their lack of affectation or pretension, their privileging of real hum an feeling 
over artificial sentiment, their honest, unasham ed estimation of old-fashioned values, of 
friendship, love, nature, camaraderie, and  a certain capacity for blunt directness, even 
tactlessness—are qualities that Wagner, by and large, tended to share. Simply put, he 
w ould not have been entirely out of place among them.
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s u s p e c te d .  M o r g a n  q u o te s  o n e  o f  h i s  m o s t  r e v e a l in g  le t te r s ,  w h ic h  a s s e r t s  t h a t  th e  

d e s i r e  to  " r e b e l  a g a in s t  t h e  l a w s  o f  t h e  C r e a t o r — e s p e c ia l ly  a g a in s t  m o r ta l i t y  [ . . .]  

w i l l  l e a d  to  t h e  d e s i r e  fo r  P o w e r ,  fo r  m a k i n g  th e  w i l l  m o r e  q u ic k ly  e f fe c tiv e , — 

a n d  so  to  t h e  M a c h in e  (o r  M a g ic ) "  (Letters 145; M o r g a n  26). W h a t  T o lk ie n  c a n  

h a r d l y  h a v e  k n o w n  w a s  t h a t  W a g n e r ,  a ls o  in  a  l e t te r ,  h a d  d e s c r ib e d  th e  m o r a l  o f  

t h e  R in g  a s  b e in g  t h a t  " d r e a d  o f  t h e  e n d  is  t h e  s o u r c e  o f  a ll  lo v e le s s n e s s "  (1 .260). 

B e a r in g  in  m in d  t h a t  t h e  R in g  p r e s e n t s  a  d ia m e tr i c  o p p o s i t io n  b e tw e e n  p o w e r  

a n d  lo v e ,  i t  is  c le a r  t h a t  " lo v e le s s n e s s "  h e r e  is  e q u iv a l e n t  to  " t h e  d e s i r e  fo r  

P o w e r ,"  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  W a g n e r  a n d  T o lk ie n  e q u a l ly  s e e  t h e  l u s t  to  d o m in a t e  a s  

o r i g in a t in g  in  t h e  f e a r  o f  d e a t h  ( " D r e a d  o f  t h e  e n d " /  " r e b e l [ io n ]  [ . . . ]  a g a in s t  

m o r ta l i t y " ) ,  a n  im p u l s e  t h a t  l e a d s  to  a  f u t i l e  s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  m a t e r i a l  p o s s e s s io n s  

f o r  t h e  i r r e p la c e a b le  v a lu e  o f  l ife  its e lf .  T h r o u g h o u t  t h i s  e s s a y ,  I  h a v e  m a d e  a  

p o i n t  o f  r e f e r r in g  to  t h e  R in g  in  th e  s in g u la r ,  e v e n  w h e r e  s im u l t a n e o u s ly  

d i s c u s s in g  b o t h  T o lk i e n 's  a n d  W a g n e r 's  v e r s io n s  o f  e v e n ts .  T h is  h a s  s e r v e d  m o r e  

t h a n  a  p u r e ly  p r a c t ic a l  p u r p o s e .  A t t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d a y ,  t h e  T w o  R in g s  a r e  O n e  

a f te r  a ll.

A ck n ow led gm en t
In the early 1990s Arthur Morgan drew m y attention to his recent article after I had 
proposed writing on this topic. His encouraging assessment that m y approach was 
sufficiently original to be worth developing proved invaluable to me then, and has since 
continued to sustain me through the protracted process of revision that subsequent 
contributions to the debate have made necessary.
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