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Everyday Totalitarianism: 
Reflections on the Stuttgart Ring
By the standards of contemporary German opera, the recent Stuttgart production of Richard Wagner’s Ring des Nibelungen has generated remarkable hype. Critics hail it as an epochal “milestone in the history of Wagner production, akin to the Patrice Chéreau Bayreuth centenary Ring of 1976,” and praise it for single-handedly disproving “widespread claims that opera is dead.”
 The most commonly cited virtue of the production is its use of a different director for each opera. Klaus Zehelein, Intendant of the Stuttgart Staatsoper from 1991 to 2006, a dramaturge by profession and the man who organized this Ring, offers unabashed self-praise: “Only because we arranged for a different team to direct each piece of the Ring will its moments of exposition finally realize those sublime theatrical forms that Wagner offers us.”
  The result is now available on DVD.

*                 *                *

Why four directors and not one?  Zehelein’s most straightforward justification, the one that dominates press releases from Stuttgart and reviews in the German press, is that stage directors must be liberated. Any effort to impose a unified concept or meaning on the Ring cycle (“Totalitätsanspruch”), Zehelein argues, restricts the director’s creative freedom and is thus “totalitarian”.
 Holistic concepts encumber directors by constraining them to adopt interpretations of the Ring consistent with the overarching ideas, symbols and musical leitmotifs in Wagner’s text and music. By treating the Ring instead as a series of disconnected episodes, directors are free to respond to each dramatic moment without “prior assumptions” or “obligations”.
 A modern audience should similarly perceive the Ring as a series of disconnected theatirical moments or “theatrical piecework.”
 In sum, having no big message to transmit and no one in charge enhances artistic freedom and releases creative energy.

Unbounded praise of individual artistic freedom is, of course, a contemporary cliché, and as such it often obscures more than it illuminates. Such is the case here. Is the Stuttgart Ring really more open-minded and creative than other notable productions of Wagner’s Ring? On the surface, to be sure, freedom seems to foster diversity. The four productions appear stylistically dissimilar: Joachim Schlömer’s Rheingold is elegant and balletic, Christoph Nel’s Walküre psychoanalytic and intellectual, Jossi Wieler and Sergio Morabito’s Siegfried firmly fixed in a concrete, everyday world, and Peter Konwitschny’s Götterdämmerung stagy in a self-consciously Brechtian manner.
 Beneath the surface, however, the degree of conformity is remarkable. 
All four directors portray ordinary people in banal settings in contemporary time. In place of the grand outdoor vistas mirrored in Wagner’s orchestral score, every scene takes place indoors, in artificial light, without a glimpse of nature. Rheingold’s scenic transformations occur within a single chamber of a latter-day Valhalla, Siegfried unfolds in a post-industrial wasteland, Walküre and Götterdämmerung transpire within a bare stage-within-a-stage—a Wagnerian Pagliacci. Rooms are cramped, furrnishings grubby, materials cheap, and colors bland. This is not a natural world dispoiled by man, as in Chéreau’s celebrated staging, but a world utterly devoid of nature.
 Classically beautiful images are displayed only ironically: Brünnhilde’s rock and the Rhine appear, respectively, as a kitschy engraving and photo suitable for a bürgerlich basement.
 Mythology and magic are absent: Rheingold’s exotic creatures and habitats become shifting psychological states, Walküre’s magic fire is provided by a single spotlight, and the Götterdämmerung deluge doesn’t occur at all.
 Sets inspired by film noir (Rheingold), television (Walküre), the films of Stanley Kubrick and Bernardo Bertolucci (Siegfried), and Brechtian theater (Götterdämmerung) accentuate the sense of artificiality. 
This world is inhabited exclusively by dysfunctional families drawn from burlesque, cinema, and televison stereotypes. Rheingold features a gangster clan. Wotan is a hen-pecked husband fussing with backyard garden gnomes. Siegmund and Sieglinde are an alienated everyday couple. Gunther and Gutrune are deluded bourgeois surrounded by a crowd of beer-drinking white-collar workers. The Valkyries are trashy tarts strutting their stuff on the sidewalk. Siegfried is a greasy teenager who escapes his masterbating step-dad in order to slay a criminal kingpin rather than a dragon, and then act out his passion with Brünnhilde in a bourgeois boudoir. Even the most heroic characters become sordid, with Wotan uniformly treated as a vicious tyrant. Whatever their role in the drama, however, gods, dwarves and men sport shiny suits, track clothes, leather jackets, cheap dresses, and grimy tee-shirts. Only the odor of stale cigarettes is missing.
Yet just as Fricka is rightly to question Wotan’s claim that Siegmund is fully responsible for his own action rather than just an emanation of Wotan’s will, we should question Zehelein’s claim that the Stuttgart Ring emerged spontaneously from the liberation of directorial energy.
 Didn’t a single Intendant choose these particular directors? Didn’t they coordinate to align the productions?
 The naming of multiple directors makes good feuilleton copy, but it is nonetheless a red herring. The real meaning of this Ring lies elsewhere.
*              *              *

The Stuttgart Ring has little to do, in fact, with liberating directors from grand concepts. Zehelein’s claim that any “totalizing” interpretation of the Ring is necessarily “totalitarian” is a glib piece of rhetorical sleight-of-hand. One can easily imagine creative and subtle efforts to present a coherent Ring cycle, and we will consider some examples below.
 It is more enlightening to ask what (partially hidden) philosophical doctrine underlies this particular production. The answer is post-modern literary theory.
According to the view set forth Zehelein and his associates, the nineteenth-century belief in a progressive teleology of enlightenment, which Wagner shared at certain times in his life and which inspired the Ring in the form of utopian socialism, is now obsolete. We no longer believe, as he once did, that philosophy can illuminate the human condition, or that the historical teleology is moving toward a utopian future. Our post-modern sensibility is dominated instead by aporia: the alienating feeling of pointlessness (“Sinnlosigkeit”) in a world filled with unresolvable discontinuities and contradictions.
 The Stuttgart team draws the conclusion that individuals do not differ from one another according to their adherence to ideals of truth, beauty, love, morality or politics. Today such values neither define our identities nor motivate our behavior. Instead—and here the deconstructionist vision of the production is combined with on a rather vulgar psychoanalytic theory of power—all that remains is an endless and universal struggle for power and autonomy. The only human characteristics that matter are material resources and psychological toughness. Any ideal that promises to render such a world more palatable or coherent to us, especially in any utopian sense, is an illusion—and a dangerous one, because the powerful can and will exploit such beliefs as instruments of control. We can only hope for sober recognition of this bleak reality, and it is the opera director’s task to hasten such recognition by directly confronting spectators with the naked truth.

From this perspective, so the Stuttgart team argues, any treatment of the Ring must treat it as an inherently fragmented and incoherent work, aesthetically and philosophically. To do otherwise is to promise coherence when we no longer recognize it and to celebrate autonomy where we no longer acknowledge it. The task of the director must be, therefore, not simply to illuminate the text and music, but to distance the modern spectator, via a sense of alienation (“Verfremdung”), from those parts of it that are no longer valid. One must “radicalize” the text, embracing “difference for its own sake” (“Differenz ‘an sich’”)—that is, to deconstruct the Ring’s internal contradictions.
 This is done by showing that romantic moments—moments of apparent nobility, beauty, love, or self-sacrifice—are in fact the result of psychological compulsion or material coercion. The consistent result is a combination of contemporary banality and moral ambivalence—that is, the evenhanded treatment of every character as human, yet amoral, within a modern everyday setting. 
This perspective differs greatly, it hardly needs to be said, from the view that inspired Wagner to compose the Ring. He believed that individuals were both distinguished from and drawn to one another, above all, by love. Love takes different forms in Wagner’s operas: religious love in Lohengrin and Tannhäuser, romantic love in Tristan and Der fliegende Holländer, an embedded sense of friendship, family, community and art in Die Meistersinger, and human compassion in Parsifal. The characters in these operas embrace love, share it and, in the end, sacrifice for it. In exchange, it gives their lives meaning. The underlying message is essentially romantic, not because it is optimistic or utopian per se, but because it stresses the central and natural role of autonomous individual subjectivity in transforming how we assign meaning to the world and our place in it. The fact that the overwhelming power of love may often be no more than an aspiration or a fiction—as Brünnhilde might be said to realize in her final monologue—need not dilute the power of the underlying idea.
 Any production that denies this romantic message, as does the Stuttgart effort, is compelled to spend considerable time undermining the explicit meaning of Wagner’s text and score. The dominant trope of the Stuttgart Ring is thus ironic.
Deconstructing Wagner’s romantic message in this way may be intellectually coherent and radically chic, but the results are problematic, both dramatically and musically.
 One is the obvious sacrifice of musical and dramatic continuity, which goes hand-in-hand with deliberate obfuscation of the rich internal cross references in Wagner’s text and score—deficiencies to which we shall return below. For the moment, however, let us take the Stuttgart project on its own terms and ask how well it highlights particular moments of each opera. Here the result is uneven. Some characters and situations, to be sure, are illuminated as rarely before; yet others suffer from such an anti-dramatic and unmusical distortion as to call the entire notion of “difference for its own sake” into question. In order consistently to implement such an interpretation against the text and score, the director must constantly tweak and twist the stage action. This persistent micro-management clutters the stage, wearies the mind, and tightly constrains the ability of any given spectator to interpret to the proceedings in his or her own distinctive manner. In the end, the result is ironic: Those who most vociferously criticize the “totalitarianism” of others, we shall see below, end up the most “totalitarian” of all.
*               *               *
The Stuttgart Ring’s greatest musical-dramatic insights result from its humanization of “evil” (and often non-human) characters such as Albrecht, Mime, Hagen, and Fasolt. Sympathetic treatment of these characters creates some spell-binding, dramatically powerful moments, most notably in certain parts of Götterdämmerung and most of both Rheingold and Siegfried.
Consider Albrecht’s appearance to the sleeping Hagen (“Schläfst Du, Hagen, mein Sohn?”), which opens act 2 of Götterdämmerung. Konwitschny sets this not as a lurid nightmare out of a Gothic romance, but as the final visit of a dying, yet still dominant father. With eerily elongated fingers grasping his son from under a spooky white shroud, Albrecht gently reminds the hesitant Hagen to fulfill his familial oath to avenge the theft of the Ring (“Sei treu!”), then passes away in his son’s arms. As Hagen bends over his father’s corpse, motionless in grief, the body simply melts away into the stage, accompanied by a bittersweet bass-clarinet lament. The effect is not simply eerie, as are many treatments of this scene; it is also emotionally and dramatically gripping in ways that emerge organically out of text and music. We come to know Hagen, much like Siegfried and Brünnhilde, as a figure motivated to fulfill a grim heroic destiny by sincere love—a task he carries out with a tortured mix of self-satisfaction and self-loathing.

Konwitschny’s sympathetic treatment illuminates other characters as well. Rarely, for example, has Siegfried’s death been staged with attention to Wagner’s clear intention that Gunther and the chorus be deeply moved by the event. For the entirety of “Siegfried’s Funeral March,” Gunther remains draped over Siegfried’s body, while the chorus silently stares out at the audience.
 This setting succeeds in underscoring the deeper meaning of Siegfried’s death, which is to demonstrate to the populace, including Gunther, the essential inconsistency between “natural man” and our corrupt modern society.

The presumption of everyday amorality is even more appropriate to Rheingold, where even in a traditional reading, no character is truly admirable. Set by Schlömer in a decaying fin-de-siècle spa, the Stuttgart Rheingold is presented as an “intimate Strindbergian drama”—a study of interaction between a set of closely related characters subject to psychological compulsion and unconstrained by moral scruples.
 The characters are stereotypes from a Hollywood mob film: a boss and his coolly self-interested wife, surrounded by shrewd operators, exploited henchmen, and weaklings. Yet the underlying point is that each is eternally alienated from everyone else by the constant lure of material wealth. Freia’s divine apples (that is, our erotic desires) provide only temporary relief. Niebelheim is a nightmarish realm of role-reversal, in which avarice transforms the weak and small-minded into the strong and ambitious. The Tarnhelm is a sinister psychological mirror by which Albrecht transforms himself into a self-deluding tyrant and dominates others, if only briefly, by stimulating their own greedy self-absorption. Albrecht is not nastier than Wotan, only more vulnerable and thus more inclined to a fatal overestimation of his own importance. 
Schlömer’s approach inspires some moments of powerful musical-dramatic insight. One is his interpretation of Wagner’s stage direction “All express astonishment and various forms of bewilderment” following Loge’s explanation that no man (except Albrecht) will sacrifice love for riches.
 Whatever their previous relationship, all the characters are entranced, mingling like dancers in slow motion, gazing at each another with polymorphous eroticism—a vision perfectly suited to Wagner’s dreamy orchestration at that point. Another is the final scene: the Gods descend rather than ascend to Valhalla, but in a moment of “eternal recurrence” soon reenter the same room only to find that now the dwarf rather than the god is the more powerful. In the last seconds, Alberich stares at Fasolt’s corpse in evident wonder at the power of his own curse, while the three disheveled Rheintöchter huddle sadly together. This conclusion is just shocking and clever enough to permit us to overlook—almost—its essential inconsistency with Wagner’s musical description of a rainbow bridge.
Wieler and Morabito’s Siegfried exploits similarly the dramatic possibilities of moral ambivalence in a banal modern setting. Wagner himself believed that Siegfried was both comic and sentimental, and expected that it would thus be an extremely popular work. It has not turned out that way, not least because the title character seems to lack psychological depth. Siegfried commonly comes across on stage, in Ernest Newman’s famous words, as “an overgrown boy scout… a man whose mental development was arrested at the age of twelve and has been in custody ever since.”
 The final scene on Brünnhilde’s rock, in particular, often seems a long and static opportunity for two Wagnerian Heldensänger to hold forth in grandiose surroundings.

Against these odds, the Stuttgart Siegfried reveals the human essence of the saga more successfully than any other production in recent memory. What are normally treated as fairy-tale events unfold in the contemporary world, without the intervention of dwarfs, giants and dragons, or even a hero. The human scale of the proceedings is further underscored by settings that hint at the evolution of postwar Germany: Siegfried’s boyhood living quarters are an abandoned factory, his forest is a chain-link fence at the edge of a dark “no mans land” where criminals lurk, his rendezvous with Wotan takes place in an empty Nazi nursery, and his meeting with Brünnhilde occurs in an immaculate futuristic boudoir bathed in florescent light.
In this setting, Siegfried emerges as a well-meaning and confused teenager, still a bit awkward around grown-ups, confronting an inhuman world of ceaseless struggle for dominance—a bad neighborhood writ large. Like many young men, he lacks the fear and caution that restrain weaker individuals and mature adults, and thus finds himself forced to be as bloody-minded as those around him. The enemies that surround Siegfried have no broader significance as incarnations of evil: Mime is simply a weak and exploitative parent, Alberich a smalltime hood, and Fafner a criminal kingpin unlucky enough to find himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. Clad in an increasingly bloody T-shirt emblazoned with the splendidly ambiguous “Sieg Fried,” Siegfried reenacts the universal coming-of-age story of the young man breaking away from a weak and impotent father, meandering unthinkingly from one dangerous adventure to the next, disrespecting the elderly, and finally discovering romance and laughter with a woman separated from society. Here even Jon Frederic West’s physique, hardly less chunky than average among Wagner tenors, intensifies the dramatic impact of his youthful awkwardness. 
The often problematic final scene touchingly captures Siegfried and Brünnhilde’s struggles with the classic tensions between embarrassment and playfulness, dominance and submission, enthusiasm and timidity, childishness and maturity, love and sex that arise when young people discover erotic pleasure. Rarely have Wagner’s closing textual references to laughter, with its unique power to overcome the fear of intimacy, been so concretely and compellingly portrayed. Overall, this staging inspires in the spectator an appropriate balance of revulsion and sympathy for Siegfried’s plight, and one shares his relief at discovering a respite from it—even though we know (not least from the overt allusion to 2001: A Space Odyssey) that it is too artificial to last.
*                 *               *

If these portions of the Stuttgart Ring demonstrate that sympathetic treatment of antagonists can generate strikingly original insights, other sections illustrate an obverse tendency toward crudely superficial over-direction. This is clearest in the way the Stuttgart team indulges a seeming compulsion viciously to caricature the motives and ideals of “heroic” protagonists like Wotan, Siegmund and Sieglinde, Brünnhilde and the Götterdämmerung Siegfried. Any character, action or situation that is classically romantic or tragic—that is, implies an autonomous role for love, compassion, renunciation, heroism, or nature—is ruthlessly reshaped to fit a deconstructionist bed of Procustus. A corrosive irony reduces Wotan and his offspring to foils for other characters or bleak conclusions about the nature of power. One immediate consequence is to strip protagonists of any psychological depth. This blunts the otherwise subtle impact of Wieler and Morabito’s Siegfried, fatally undermines most of Konwitschny’s otherwise insightful Götterdämmerung, and almost totally vitiates Nel’s Walküre. 
Wotan, whom we have already encountered in Rheingold as a rigidly calculating gangland boss, appears elsewhere as a similarly monochromatic villain. In Siegfried, he emerges as an aging, leather-jacketed sadist who plays Russian roulette with Mime and forces the now barren Erda to dance a “last tango,” with everything that implies. While the visual concept of Wotan as an aging “rocker” is intriguing, his character is so monotonously angry and cruel that his engagement with Mime, Erda and Siegfried seems inhuman—rather than, as in more traditional accounts, illustrating the full range of human responses to tragic personal decline. In Nel’s Walküre, Wotan is an abusive father: self-indulgently maniplative, by turns brutal and passive-aggressive. He secures Brünnhilde’s assistance by appearing to be blind and helpless, but only in order to implicate her in his crimes, then stages her punishment for his aesthetic pleasure.
 The resulting characterizations often lack textural or musical support, and almost entirely obscure the ambiguous mix of human motivations—love and the search for wisdom, as well as a hunger for authority—that render the Wanderer intriguing.

Reducing Wotan to a cynical stereotype undermines our dramatic interest in other characters as well. His offspring become little more than arbitrary victims. By treating Brünnhilde in this way, for example, Nel undermines the significance of her compassionate choice to save Siegmund—a decision on which Walküre, indeed the entire Ring turn, in the traditional understanding of it as a tale of the autonomous evolution of Brünnhilde’s capacity for human understanding and sympathy. Similarly, Wotan’s own decision to grant his daughter mercy by constructing a wall of fire around her cannot be plausibly motivated, as Nel wants us to believe, by Wotan’s desire for even tighter psychological and aesthetic control. The famous orchestral music of Act 3 and the text that accompany it leave no doubt that Wotan’s choice is motivated instead by the triumph of love over anger. This is significant, moreover, precisely because it is perhaps the only one of Wotan’s acts that is not foreordained by baser motives. The Stuttgart Ring’s pervasive cynicsm leaves little place for altruism, so Nel seeks instead, by way of a series of unconvincing Brechtian clichés, to convince us that Wotan is just stage-managing everything for his own pleasure.
These quirky misinterpretations would be little more than annoyances were it not for their cumulative tendency to undermine our appreciation of Wagner’s music. Die Walküre, for example, is most popular among the four Ring operas not simply because it contains so much beautiful music, but because that music is sincere, direct and organically shaped into three coherent acts, each of which ends on a compelling climax. In Nel’s scheme, which rejects any hint that Walküre is an opera about the triumph of love, these three climaxes serve no dramatic purpose—and he undermines each with deliberate (read dogmatically Brechtian) theatrical irony. In each case, an artificial “stage within a stage” distances us from the action. The orchestral climax of act 1, which sweeps the lovers into the moonlight for their sole night of love, is blunted by placing Siegmund and Sieglinde on a dias, frozen into a parody of an ancient statue of capture and rape.
 This undermines precisely that quality which ultimately renders the Wälsungen such compelling and sympathetic characters: their reckless commitment to romantic love, even when it is against the law and the odds. During the swirling, nightmarish duel that ends act 2, Nel directs a set of giant puppets to clobber one another while Hunding and Wotan sing through megaphones and Siegmund meanders passively across the stage in a trench coat. The impact of the irresistably tender “Magic Fire Music” that concludes act 3 is diluted when it accompanies Wotan (unsympathetic to start with) kissing a television set replaying a video of his daughter, then acting out his fantasy as a theater director manqué.
 
In Götterdämmerung, Siegfried supplants Wotan as whipping boy, with similarly deadening results. At any point where the young man interacts with the natural world, Konwitschny subjects him to vicious ridicule. The portion of the Prologue with Brünnhilde introduces Siegfried as an overgrown 3-year old, half-naked in a bear-skin, fuzzy boots and his wife’s obviously feminine armour, carrying a hobby-horse and cavorting on the furniture in front of cheap plastic fire and a kitschy nineteenth-century etching. Soon after bounding in to visit the Gibichungs sporting the same outfit, Siegfried jumps on top of Gutrune, then licks the batter out of her mixing bowl—a crude allusion that sounds a lot better in print than it appears on stage. For those few who might not yet have grasped the point, Siegfried later appears in dress clothes, wearing an apron, stuffing the finished cake into his mouth—bourgeois heaven. The colloquy between Siegfried and the Rhinemaidens features three girls in cheap wigs and, inexplicably, a man in a bear suit (a refugee from the opening moments of Siegfried?) who mugs for the audience, swims with the Rhinemaidens, serves as Siegfried’s conversation partner, and underscores significant points by nodding or holding up strands of the Norn’s knitting. 
One might be tempted, again, to forgive this as a self-indulgent but essentially harmless “strong misreading,” were it not for the exhorbitant dramatic and musical cost. The overall result of deliberately treating much of Götterdämmerung as absurd is to reduce the portion an adult spectator can take seriously, dramatically or musically, to less than half its length. Some scenes remain relatively unsullied, such as those focusing primarily on the Gibichungs (Act 1, Scene 1 and Act 2, Scenes 1, 3 and 5), Siegfried’s disguised reconquest of Brünnhilde (second half of Act 1, Scene 3), and Siegfried’s death (Act 3, Scene 2). Elsewhere one often finds it difficult to attend to the music at all for all the sophomoric proceedings on stage. The lovely orchestral scoring that accompanies the Siegfried-Brünnhilde scene in the Prologue, for example, is undermined by childish parody of bourgeois couple standing on the kitchen furniture and riding around on a hobby horse. Since we never take this seriously, moreover, the emotional impact of the subsequent transformation of Siegfried into a modern “man in a suit” is blunted; little tragedy attends the violation of the couple’s bonds, though the score and text of Götterdämmerung ostensibly turn on precisely that act. Siegfried’s arrival at the Gibichung Hall (the opening of Act 1, Scene 2), hobby horse in hand, is made so ridiculous as to undermine Wagner’s splendidly ambiguous musical synthesis of the Gibichung’s ominously brooding temperment and Siegfried’s heroic spirit—an orchestral demonstration that Siegfried’s purity is already compromised in the very moment he reaches human society and reenters the flow of history. The fateful music attemding Waltraute’s visit (Act 1, Scene 3) is undermined by her absurd entrance, suspended from ropes, and the meaningless of Waltraute’s complaint within the broader context of the production. The lovely music accompanying Siegfried’s meeting with the Rheintöchter is obscured by clowning, which also infects Siegfried’s subsequent narrative, some of which he illustrates with sock puppets—as if Konwitschny just cannot wait to break down a theatrical illusion in which he does not believe.
Even by his own permissive standards, Konwitschny hits an insurmoutable brick wall when faced with Wagner’s apocalyptic finale, where the music is unambiguously that of a utopian vision. Brünnhilde sings of the wisdom she has gained, and then sacrifices herself to redeem the world. Konwitschny’s (predictably Brechtian) solution is to distance us from the spectacle by turning up the house lights, having Brünnhilde sing her concluding scene in concert, and then projecting Wagner’s stage directions onto a screen, accompanied by orchestra.
 Like so much else in the Stuttgart Ring, this coup de théâtre is intellectually intriguing, but somewhat misguided from a musical and dramatic standpoint. To be sure, the initial move to treat Brunnhilde’s final scene as a concert piece gives it the distinctive, and quite effective, quality of an interior monologue—a sort of Lied writ large, even if some of it is sung to a hobby-horse. But the dulling effect of projected supertitles undermines the orchestral finale by focusing one’s attention on the concrete details rather than the musical sweep of the conclusion. It is meant to be a striking effect, but instead it is rather like visiting a monument only to find it under construction and covered with scaffolding.
 Thus the Ring ends on a dramatic anti-climax, inevitably raising (rather than answering) the question why one should spend 16 hours with this work.
All this stems from the Stuttgart team’s deliberate effort to break up Wagner’s long muscial spans and suggestive internal references into small and disconnnected bits. The disjuncture between the symphonic sweep of Wagner’s musical score and the deliberately fragmented, anti-aesthetic and tendentious quality of the production remains problematic throughout.
 One of the distinctive experiences of attending a coherent Ring performed in a week, as Wagner surely intended, is that one internalizes the self-referential musical and dramatic language in which it is crafted. This is utterly impossible in the Stuttgart Ring. The relentless message seems to be: don’t you dare succomb to the dramatic or aesthetic power of Wagnerian opera! 
*               *               *

Judged by the ambitious goals of its creators, the Stuttgart Ring must be termed something of a failure. Certainly it is not worthy of the unalloyed praise it has received from all but a few critics. Rather this production is tendentious without being consistent. One can imagine the production that might have been: a truly contemporary Ring that explores the consequences of moral ambivalence by devoting equal attention and sympathy to protagonists and antagonists alike. Too much of the Stuttgart team’s creative energy is siphoned away into the destruction of alternative visions, into protesting too much about the content of the Wagner’s score and text, rather than being deployed to advance constructive insights. The odd result is that the production is relentlessly intellectual, even philosophical, without achieving much emotional, musical or aesthetic integrity. Imposing a tendentious yet inconsistent interpretation on a work as multi-faceted and ambiguous as the Ring makes the production seem claustophobic. What a stage director welcomes as expanded artistic freedom often seems to a spectator like a blank cheque to engage in meddling and fussy micro-management—thereby hemming in the possible responses of the audience.

This distinction is not simply rhetorical. Contrary to the apocalyptic pronouncements of the Stuttgart team, which present their approach is if it were the only one valid possibility today, directors face a real choice. Consider, by contrast, the most celebrated and revolutionary Ring staging of modern times, the gloomy minimalist production presented by Wieland Wagner in the early 1950s. Its cardinal virtue lay precisely in its understated and open-ended quality—a quality that respects the inherent pluralism (today we would add multi-culturalism) of modern audiences. Minimalist Rings in general, of which Robert Wilson’s Zürich/Paris production and Pierre Audi’s Amsterdam effort are more recent examples, tend to be suggestive rather than definitive, often highlighting or compounding meaning through deliberate ambiguity.
 Some find Wagner’s and Wilson’s work coldly aesthetic, yet their open-endedness has the considerable virtue of leaving an individual spectator to imagine and debate the precise symbolic meanings of the work for him- or herself—an interpretive approach consistent with the individualism and pluralism of Wagner’s postwar Bundesrepublik as well as most Western countries today.
 The liberal virtues underlying this sort of interpretation—tolerance, pluralism, ambiguity—render minimalist approach truly democratic. By contrast the Stuttgart Ring, despite its “everyman” patina and radical rhetoric, proves in the end to be the most “totalitarian” of modern productions—not least because it assumes that the only way to accommodate pluralism is to accept a sort of nihilistic pessimism.
 In succombing to the temptation to impose mind-numbing ideological “re-education”on protagonists, the Stuttgart team instead indulges the tragic flaw of so many self-styled revolutionaries, political or theatrical. Such is often the fate of those revolutionaries, theatrical or political, who believe that the only alternative to their “revolutionary” perspective is reactionary—a perspective that members of the Stuttgart team quite explicitly espouse.

The classic Regietheater justification for taking such liberties, one shared by the Stuttgart team, is that such political reeducation is desperately required. Opera must be a vehicle to disenchant modern audiences, stripping away their illusions about how the world works. This is a rather amusing point of view to encounter in in blandly corporate Stuttgart, within a theater subsidized by the sensible German government. Even if we believed that the good Bürgers of Stuttgart require a revolutionary message, the theatrical and philosophical lessons this Ring teaches seem dated and trite. Its theatrical lesson—that we should reject nineteenth-century romantic realism—flogs a horse that has been dead for at last a half century, if not a century and a quarter. In relaunching the “New Bayreuth” style in 1951, we have seen, Wieland Wagner already did this—and in doing so rediscovered Wagner’s original conception of opera as a source of insight into deeper human themes rather than a celebration of Teutonic particularism or bombastic kitsch. 
The Stuttgart Ring’s philosophical lesson, which appears to be that we should reject any form of romantic idealism, seems hardly less anachronistic. It amounts in the end to a rather doctrinaire and deterministic restatement of psychoanalytic or Marxist theories popular in the 1960s as a diagnosis of the interwar debacle. Does anyone still seriously maintain that the main reason for the rise of Nazism was a surfeit of romantic art? More prosaically, are we really meant to conclude after 16 hours that all human behavior, including subjective states of mind, can be reduced to naked power or psychological compulsion? That ideals of love, compassion, justice, nature and heroism are simply illusions or instruments manipulated to those ends? That all fathers are abusive, all leaders tyrannical, and all lovers compulsive? That youthful romance is just child’s play, and difficult to maintain after the husband enters the workforce? That the superficially good are evil, while the superficially evil are just misunderstood? That the only goal worth our allegience is a sober and disengaged anti-romanticism? Equally formulaic is the way the Stuttgart team seeks to smash any type of established authority. Wotan is a bad boss, bad father, bad lover, and bad leader. For all his seemingly naïve mythologizing, Wagner was far more subtle and ambiguous than this, as are most of the creators of more recent productions. One cannot help wondering, as the composer’s stage directions scroll upward to orchestral mood music, why Wagnerian opera is an appropriate vehicle to convey such a message. 

Minimalism has one final advantage over the Stuttgart approach: it defers to the musical score. When criticized for his designs, Wieland Wagner once quipped, “Why do I need a tree onstage, when I have Astrid Varnay?”
 This is as it should be. Music, not text, philosophy or its status as a Gesamtkunstwerk, is what continues to draw us to Wagner’s work—as the composer himself came to understand in later life.
 Again the Stuttgart position is quite deliberate: the allegiance is unambiguously to the text, not the score. Zehelein publicly disparages top international singers, precisely because they resist the imposition of narrow text-based directorial concepts.
 
Yet even if Stuttgart had sought to cast more ambitiously, the options would have been limited. Fifty years ago Wieland Wagner was fortunate to have at his disposal a spectacular generation of singers and conductors. Today such Wagner performers in the grand tradition are an endangered species—a fact that may help account for the increasing dominance of stage directors in European opera houses.
 In such circumstances, true artistic freedom in Wagnerian opera today may mean liberation not by stage directors but from stage directors—but it is admittedly difficult to say with what it should be replaced.
Since we possess no video record of a Wieland Wagner Ring—only stunning stills surivive—we cannot experience its epoch-making integration of minimalist staging and great singing.
 Yet before resigning ourselves to the recent Stuttgart effort as the next best thing, Wagnerians might do well to remember that the most important and highly praised recording of the cycle to appear recently is not the Stuttgart DVD—or, indeed, any other video representation. It is the release on audio CD, after it languished for 50 years in the vaults, of the first stereo Ring: a superb live recording of the 1955 Bayreuth/Wieland Wagner production with an unparalleled cast under the baton of Josef Keilberth.
 Those seeking a deeper musical and dramatic understanding of Wagner’s cycle would be well-advised to load the Keilberth Ring into their CD player, close their eyes, and imagine the rest.
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