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The popularity of The Lord of the Rings
echoes a similar work about a ring with
magical powers. This work is known as
The Ring of the Nibelung, and it consists
of four separate operas. Also known as
the Ring Cycle, it was the crowning
point of the career of the 19th century
German composer Richard Wagner.

Wagner was somewhat of a late bloomer in
music. His first major composition was
performed when he was nearly 30, and the Ring
Cycle premiered when he was 53.

While Richard Wagner was among the world’s
greatest composers, he was not a particularly
good person. He didn’t repay borrowed money,
he bore grudges against people who had done
favors for him, he was unfaithful to his first
wife, and he took his second wife away from her
husband.

He remains fascinating and controversial today.
Tens of thousands of books and articles have
been written about him.
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Music

Two Rings

In the early 2000s, millions of people spent more than a
billion dollars to see an object about the size of a postage
stamp. This object was a golden ring. It appeared in three

movies, each of which is nearly three hours long: The Fellowship of
the Ring, The Two Towers, and The Return of the King. Taken together,
the three films are known as The Lord of the Rings.

As anyone familiar with the story knows, it is certainly no
ordinary ring. Forged by elves, it gives almost unimaginable power
to whoever has it. Unfortunately, not even good people can be
trusted to use this power wisely. Whoever has the ring is likely to
use it for evil purposes. The only solution to the problem is for a
hobbit named Frodo Baggins to take it into the very heart of the
empire of Mordor and destroy it by hurling it into Mount Doom.

This wasn’t the first time that audiences flocked to see a story
about a ring with extraordinary powers. More than a century earlier,
people traveled vast distances to a small town in Germany for the
premiere of Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung). Also
known as the Ring Cycle, it is the longest opera that has ever been
written. Like The Lord of the Rings, it consists of several shorter
parts. Because of the tremendous physical demands that it places
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on its singers and the members of the orchestra, the Ring Cycle
normally is presented over a period of between five and seven days.

The Ring Cycle opens with Das Rheingold (The Rhinegold), which
is nearly three hours long. Die Walküre (The Valkyrie) and Siegfried,
the second and third parts, are each about five hours in length.
Gotterdämmerung (The Twilight of the Gods), which brings the opera
to a close, lasts for about six hours. It is so long that it is sometimes
performed with a dinner break. Yet hardly anyone ever gets restless
while sitting through these long performances. The music is among
the greatest that has ever been written, and the events on stage
are so gripping that the time seems to go by quickly. Even today,
productions of the Ring Cycle are normally sold out well over a
year before the actual performances take place.

Left: This is a Valkyrie.
Valkyries were mythological
beings who picked up slain
warriors and bore them to
Valhalla, the home of the
gods.

Right: Wotan, the chief god
of German mythology, as he
appears in a scene from the
opera Siegfried.

Each of these two Rings has many different kinds of characters.
The Lord of the Rings includes humans and hobbits, orcs and elves,
Gimli and Gollum, wizards, and woods that come to life. The Ring
of the Nibelung includes humans and half-humans, dwarfs and
dragons, gods and giants, and mermaid-like creatures called the
Rhinemaidens because they live in the Rhine River, Germany’s
most important river.
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There are a number of other similarities. The rings themselves
make whoever wears them invisible. A dragon guards a vast hoard
of gold. A female gives up her immortality to marry a mortal man.
Jealousy, betrayal, and murder frequently occur.

In both stories, a son is given a shattered sword that once
belonged to his father. He then reforges it and uses it in battle.

It is interesting that the men who created the Ring’s both lost
their fathers while they were still very young. Both were also very
interested in the myths and sagas recorded in the Middle Ages and
used that material extensively. Both men were almost revered by
the time of their deaths. Otherwise, they were very different.

J.R.R. Tolkien, who wrote the books on which the movies are
based, was a university professor. While he was aware of his fame,
he never took advantage of it. He lived simply and quietly.

Richard Wagner (pronounced REEK-art VAHG-ner), the
creator of The Ring of the Nibelung, had a huge ego. He makes most
modern rock stars seem humble in comparison.

“I am not made like other people,” he once said. “I must have
brilliance and beauty and light. The world owes me what I need.”1

Left: A scene from Parsifal,
Wagner’s final opera. It is
about the search for the
Holy Grail.

Right: A scene near the end
of Gotterdämmerung, the
final opera of the Ring
Cycle. The hero Siegfried
has just been killed.
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He never hesitated to ask for what he needed. Once he
requested money from a young nobleman he barely knew. To
sweeten the deal, Wagner added what he thought would be a sure-
fire “bonus.” The young man would also provide him with free
room and board for three months for the privilege of being close to
him. The answer was no. Richard was astonished. He couldn’t
believe that anyone could turn him down.

Angrily the great man wrote back, “It probably will not happen
again that a man like me will apply to you.”2

Like many rock stars, he believed in living large. He spent lots
of money—sometimes his own, more often what he borrowed or
was given him—to furnish a lavish lifestyle.

His personality was so powerful that an estimated 10,000 books
and articles were printed about him while he was still alive. Half a
century after he died, one of the world’s most evil men used his
music to advance the cause of tyranny and oppression.

What is especially surprising is that in musical terms Wagner
was a late bloomer. Unlike child prodigies such as Wolfgang
Amadeus Mozart, Wagner was barely noticed until he was well into
his thirties. But then he made up for lost time. Almost any short
list of the world’s greatest composers includes the name of Richard
Wagner.
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