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< y  s c i B a e c t  is a long oplc dealing w ith  heroes, dwarves, a 

dragon and a broken sword, and its  ce n tra l feature Is a magic rin g  which 

gives Its  w earer power o ve r the w orld. Now the readers o r this journal will 

immediately deduce th a t I am going to  speak oT Tolk ien 's Lord of the Rings: 

but if  I were w riting  fo r musical readers they would ce rta in ly  suppose th at 

I Itad in mind Hie Ring o f the Nibelung by Wagner. A re  the sim ilarities between 

the two ju s t coincidences, o r did the opera rea lly  influence the book?

Although the parallel w ith  Wagner was so obvious th a t it  was firs t 

remarked on by Royner Unwin, the f irs t  person outside Tolkien s immediate 

c irc le  to  read I he Lord of the Rings? Tolkien in la te r life  had tre n ch a n t views 

on it . Commenting on a Swedish c r it ic  who had brought the point up, lie w rote: "Both rings were 

round, and there  the resemblance ceases.' 

be shrugged o ff.

Z  But I do n o t think the resemblance con so easily

Let us consider, as a co n tra s t, the Finnish K alevala, a collection  o f legends to  which 

Tolkien openly acknowledged I1I3  debt. Indeed, he sta te d  In a le tte r  to  Ills son th a t it  gave him 

the idea fo r Hie Silm arilllon? N ot only was rlnnlsh  the most substantial influence on the Elvisli 

languages, but the s to ry  o f TO rin In the Silm arilllon Is closely paralleled by th at of K ullervo 

in the K alevala. But, if  wo look a t  LotR, we find litt le  Finnish influence, a p a rt from the elvish 

languages which, o f course, had already been invented before th a t book was w ritte n . As fa r 

os the p lo t is concerned, the only possible connection seem3 to be a slight sim ilarity between 

Gandalf and Vainamoinen, the hero of the K alevala, both being e ld e rly  wizards who, a t one point 

In the s to ry , are  rescued by an eagle. So tlio t, iT we were to propose the Kalevala as a major 

source fo r LotR, we would be wrong.

tin the o ther hand, connections between LotR and the Norse myths, which were already 

Wagner's sources, ore  legion. We know th a t Tolkien was already reading Did Norse while a t 

school,^'and in his Honours course a t O xford  specialised in th a t language.® As a Professor oT 

Anglo-Saxon he would have had a continuing in te re st in Norse legends and there is evidence 

th a t they also influenced his lite ra ry  o utput, fo r lie told  W.ll. Auden th a t, apparently in the 

In te r-w a r period, he had w ritte n  "an attem pt to u n iiy  the lays about the Volsungs from the 

Elder Edda."^

A t this point It is necessary to say a litt le  about what tlin Norse myths are. Be It noted 

th at 1 cannot claim any special knowledge of them, and have simply read some standard sources.

-SL.-
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I he legends have survived because they were written 
rinwn ifi Iceland, mostly in the 13th century. There are 
three main sources, the Poetic Edda, a collection of 
poems, some of which may haye originated as early as 
81)0 A.D.; the Prose Edda. compiled by the historian 
Snorri Sturluson in a deliberate e ffo rt to preserve 
the myths which were in danger of disappearing under 
the influence of Christianity; and the Volsunga Saga, 
which describes at greater length the story of the 
Volsung family, found also in the Poetic Edda. It is 
remarkable that those few of the characters who can 
be identified with historical figures are not Icelanders 
at all, but Central European chieftains of the 4th and 
5th centuries. This fact provides a date and a place 
for the origins of the legends. Some of the same 
characters also appear in the German poem the 
IMibelungenlied, w ritten about 1200: its sources must 
have been related to those of the Norse myths.

Now whereas the amount of influence these Norse 
legends had on Tolkien is controversial, (I shall return 
to it  later), ttiey are of course the fundamental 
sources of Wagner's Ring: in a letter to an admirer 
he listed his sources in detail7 and they are, in the 
main, those just mentioned.

It is essential to my argument to point out that 
Tolkien himself was acquainted with the Wagner Operas. 
We find him, at the age of 19, making a scathing 
reference to the errors of Wagner's interpretation 
of the Volsunga Saga* Later Tolkien's great friend C.S. 
lewis was a Wagner enthusiast, and in one source it 
is said that lewis took him to see one of the Ring 
operas.'*

We do not have to look far to see the influence 
of the Norse myths in Tolkien's works. There is, for 
example, the well-known fact that all but one nf 
Tolkien's Dwarf-names, not to speak of that of Gandalf, 
are taken from the list of Dwarves occurring in the 
Poetic Edda.1*

The Prose Edda describes the distinction between 
Light-Elves and Dark-Elves that Tolkien used, (in a 
rather different sense), in the Silmarillion.11

Tolkien himself acknowledged that he thought of 
Gandalf as similar in appearance to Ddin/^who as a 
modern c ritic  says "freguently wandered through the 
worlds in disguise, particularly in the disguise of an 
old man with a staff, one-eyed, grey-bearded and 
wearing a wide-brimmed hat.nl,Apart from the one eye, 
this might be Gandalf as he appeared to Aragorn in 
Fangorn.1*

The Volsunga Saga tells of the broken pieces of 
Sigmund's sword being made into one again for his son 
Sigurd, just as Aragnrn had the pieces of the sword 
of his ancestor Elendil reforged for him.

In both the Poetic Edda and the Volsunga Saga 
a character kills his brother in order to gain the Ring, 
just as Sm&agol killed DOagol in LotR.11

Nearly all these parallels between Tolkien and 
the Norse myths can also be found in Wagner's Ring. 
Hut are there parallels between Tolkien and Wagner 
that do not occur in the myths? There are indeed.

Some of these are of a comparatively minor 
nature. For instance, a t one point in the opera, the 
goddess Erria is addressed as Wala, (pronounced Vala 
and meaning, approximately. Wise Woman). Is this a 
source for the Valar?*4

In the opera Siegfried occurs a scene in which 
the cowardly dwarf Mime, (compare M!m in the 
Silmarillion), who is planning to murder Siegfried for 
the sake of the Ring, imagines himself as a world ruler.17 
In LotR we find similarly the unworthy Gollum, planning 
to murder Frodo to obtain the Ring, imagining himself 
as "Gollum the Great".1*

There is another parallel between Mime and Gollum, 
for just as in The Hobbit Gollum and Bilbo ask each 
other three riddles,1* the penalty for failure being 
death, so in Siegfried Mime engages in a similar wager 
with the disguised Wotan?0 In both cases the evil 
character loses but is spared.

However there is, beside these minor points, a 
parallel between Wagner and lolkien that is actually 
fundamental to both works: I refer to the importance 
of the Ring itself. To prove the point, it will be 
necessary to study the place of the Ring, both in the 
two works and in their Norse and German sources. I 
would have found this impossible to do, but for the 
work of the late Deryck Cooke, in his study of 
Wagner's sources entitled 1 Saw the World End.*1

There are two famous rings in the Norse myths.

In the Eddas is described the ring Draupnir, which had 
the magical property of reproducing itself into nine 
other rings every nine nights: this was a valuable 
treasure, but by no means all powerful. Both the Eddas 
and the Volsunga Saga also mention a ring of similar 
properties, (It attracts gold to its bearer, cf. the 
Dwarf-rings in LotR. Ed), possessed at first by the 
dwarf Andvari who, on losing it, declared that "every 
man who owned that ring would get his bane from it",“ / 
a curse that is worked out in later episodes.

A ring, not apparently with any magical powers, 
plays a significant part in the Nibelungenlied in which 
is also found the great (but not magic) Treasure of 
the Nibelung, which causes its possessor great trouble. 
The poet says that, among the treasure, lay "a tiny 
wand of gold, and if any had found its secret, he would 
have been lord of all mankind"11 but this wand plays 
no part at all in the plot, since none nf the 
characters know of its existence, and it is never 
mentioned again.

Very different is the status of the Ring in 
Wagner's operas. Here, the accursed ring is, for the 
first time, turned into a talisman conferring power 
over the world. Deryck Cooke describes it thus: "Not 
only shall the ring bring death to everyone who
possesses it, but it shall bring unhappiness to everyone 
connected with it; those who do not possess it shall 
be consumed with envious longing for it; he who does 
possess it shall be so consumed with care, through fear 
of being killed for it, that he shall long for the death 
that he knows awaits him: 'the ring's master shall be 
the ring's slave, until it returns to the hand of its 
maker.'*" Is this not a perfect description of the Ring
in LotRT^Cooke also notes that the source of the
all-powerful talisman may be the mysterious little  wand 
of the Nibelungenlied. but "in attaching this concept 
to the ring of Scandinavian sources, Wagner created 
a symbol entirely his own."2*

There is another characteristic of the Ring which 
may come from Wagner. In the Nibelungenlied there
occurs a cloak of invisibility: Wagner, to make it easier 
for the stage, changed it into a helmet called the 
Tarnhelm. Those who have heard the operas will know 
that the ring and the Tarnhelm were made at the same 
time and consequently are frequently mentioned 
together. Could this be the source of the Ring's power 
of invisibility in Tolkien? (In fairness, there is an 
obscure medieval German poem in which a ring of 
invisibility is mentioned).2?

But the Ring, both in Tolkien and in Wagner, is 
not merely an essential part of the plot: it is, in fact, 
the pivot of the whole work in each case. Every critic  
knows that Wagner's operas are an allegory of the 
conflict between Power and Love, and that Power is 
symbolised by the ring, (in a recent production this 
message was emphasised by depicting the Rhine, at the 
point where the Ring originated, being crossed by a 
hydro-electric dam!) The text states this symbolism 
plainly in the first act of Rhinegold: "Ihe world's 
inlft’ritance he would win to himself who, from the 
Rhinegold, created a ring which would give him 
boundless power": but: "only he who denies the power 
of Love... can aim at the magic that forces the gold 
into a ring."*And, on the other hand, we find lolkien 
in 1956 writing that "of course my story is not an 
allegory of Atomic power, but of Power (exerted for 
Dom inationJ.^As for Love, we can hardly deny that 
Sauron has renounced it. To reinforce the point, in 
each work the destruction of the Ring, in ending its 
power, also ends an Age of the world. I his combination, 
be it noted, is first, found in Wagner, not in its 
sources. Remarkably, in both works, the last event that 
happens to the Ring before its destruction is that an 
evil character, (Gollum in the book?0 Hagen in the 
opera)?' tries to seize it and dies in the attempt.

Thus I suggest that it is more than likely that, 
in spite of his denial, it is from Wagner that lolkien 
obtained the central symbol of his fictional universe.
I he Norse myths might have provided him with an 
accursed ring, but only in Wagner does it confer 
supreme power over the world. There is one final point 
that may be significant. In scene 3 of Rhinegold. 
Alberich, who had the Ring made, describes himself as 
"lord of the Ring", ("des Ringes Ile rr" )® '^  it possible 
that even the title  of Tolkien's book came from 
Wagner? (LotR is called "Per Herr der Ringe" in German. 
Ed.] Truly, the two rings had more in common than 
being round.
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